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1. Introduction 
 
The present exercise is devoted to assessing research needs and to taking stock of 
research appropriate to enhancing food security in Bangladesh. It has two parallel aims: one 
is to help inform decisions about setting research priorities by policy-makers, researchers 
and civil society; the other is to inform decisions by the National Food Policy Capacity 
Strengthening Programme (NFPCSP) about setting a research agenda for technical 
assistance and awarding research grants. This Digest represents the core of the findings 
and outcomes of the whole exercise to date – a ‘digest’ of the Assessment of Research 
Needs (ARN – the ‘full report’ hereafter). It is meant to be stand-alone document and termed 
the Research Needs Digest (RND for short). 
 
The RND is organized as follows. Section 2 provides an overview summarizing the main 
substantive findings based on the detailed discussions that follow. The findings or 
recommendations – research priorities in the form of selected ‘Key Clusters’ further divided 
into priority ‘Research Themes’ – are placed in a holistic perspective and fall into four 
categories: (1) priorities under each of the four main dimensions of food security; (2) a 
parallel set of priorities judged to be important under the cross-cutting dimensions; (3) 
‘interactions’ across dimensions i.e., clusters that fall under some other dimension but are 
rated to be vital to a given dimension; and (4) research themes relating to empirical 
measurement and valuation issues of overarching significance for food security objectives. 
 
The overview is supported by two defining matrices – Priorities and Overview – giving handy 
abstracts of the main findings. The first is a bird’s eye-view of priorities while the second also 
incorporates intermediate findings from stages prior to the RND exercise. The overview also 
contains a Flow Chart that lays bare the multi-stage process of the ARN. 
 
Section 3 describes the parameters of the RND: its objectives, the process within which its 
production is embedded, the choice criteria and rules that were used in constructing it, and 
the intermediate findings that form its basis. Recalling both process and intermediate 
findings is crucial to understanding how the final outcomes emerged from a process of sifting 
priorities. In Sections 4-7, the Key Clusters and Research Themes are laid out for each of 
the four food security dimensions in symmetric fashion with a detailed discussion of the 
substantive findings as well as the choices and judgments made. The authors set thematic 
research priorities on the base provided by the raw results of a bibliographic search, an 
interview survey, and a participatory ranking of priority clusters conducted during the First 
Consultative Workshop in November 2006. Each Section also provides rationales for the 
dimension-specific priorities, and relates the underlying judgments to prevalent gaps in 
knowledge and to the present position and trends in the national food security situation.  
 
Section 8 summarizes the conclusions and outcomes of the Second Consultative Workshop. 
It focuses on the outcomes of ranking the Research Themes carried out by the participants. 
In addition to setting out the ranked Research Themes for the principal dimensions of food 
security, it also gives reasons for using these as the basis for deciding the allocation of 
research resources. It closes with some questions that might help guide decision-makers in 
this regard.  
 
The intent of this digest is to provide a basis for further discussions, not to present a closed 
set of research priorities. Elsewhere in the ARN, unabridged findings are presented in the 
form of a master matrix of research topics and titles, classified according to the four 
dimensions and sub-dimensions called clusters. Readers wishing to order their own set of 
priorities can set aside the authors’ selections while still being free to use the master list of 
clusters and the associated master matrix. Readers who are persuaded by our methods for 
selecting priorities will stand most to benefit from the detailed conclusions of the RND. 
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2. An Overview of the Main Findings 
 
While production advances of the last decade and a half have been encouraging, even 
impressive, the picture on the food security and nutrition front remains clouded. Between 
1991-92 and 2005, the poverty head-count ratio fell from 58 per cent to 40 per cent, a 
creditable performance. However, according to Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
data, the prevalence of under-nourishment fell much less, from 35 per cent to only 31 per 
cent. This discouraging outcome is indicative of a rather slow rate of reduction in the food 
access gap. It also suggests that hard-core poverty, data for which are presently lacking, has 
declined much less than poverty in general. This mixed record of success cannot be cause 
for celebration. 
 
Research-based knowledge deficiencies may not be the most important factor accounting for 
this record. But advances in knowledge remain a necessity even to diagnose the underlying 
skein of causes and effects. This Section presents an overview of research priorities towards 
achieving food security for all in Bangladesh. The range of research needs is daunting in its 
multi-dimensionality and urgency. For that reason, some prioritization is surely called for. 
The strategic vision underlying this prioritization is set out in Box 1. 
 
 
Box 1: Prioritizing Research Needs: A Strategic Vision 

 

 
Hunger and food deprivation are major factors that prevent those afflicted from overcoming their 
situation. This is the justification for a focus on food security as distinct from income poverty. At 
the current juncture, our strategy for research is aimed at tackling knowledge gaps that seem 
partly responsible for the slow progress on the food security front. Key Clusters and Research 
Themes accordingly have been chosen for their potential value in combating the most persistent 
causes of hunger, under-nutrition and food insecurity. This is to say also that our choices place a 
high value on combating these scourges for the least well-off. Hence, access to food, whether via 
the market or non-market mechanisms, is a focal point of the research priorities that include safety 
net targeting methodologies, best practices in food distribution, and storage for remote areas and 
poor communities on the social access front, and issues such as the livelihood patterns of the 
ultra-poor and their links to micro-credit, income and employment generation, and the value of 
price stabilization on the economic access side. 
 
This is not to say that the most `direct’ of social policies (immediately targeting access) is 
necessarily or always the most efficacious. Optimal paths for achieving our strategic aim in the 
field of research may well be rather indirect. Thus, while paying close attention to the problems of 
access facing the poor and the ultra-poor, the poorly endowed regions and the disadvantaged 
groups, in no way do we overlook issues that we consider fundamental in respect of production 
and availability (issues such as output diversification, input and output market structures and the 
economics of productivity) or of utilization and nutrition (including food contamination, dietary 
diversity, micronutrient status and the setting of nutrition standards). Nor do we underestimate the 
value of research on the cross-cutting dimensions: we have singled out four cross-cutting Key 
Clusters - Transparency of Policies and Accountability of Institutions Related to Food Security; 
Power, Transport, Communication, Irrigation, and Storage; Long-Term Environmental Degradation 
and Food Security; and Disadvantaged Regions, the Disabled, Elderly, Children and Ethnic 
Minorities. 
 

 
The rest of this overview gives a sort of `executive summary’ of the main findings of the ARN 
while, at the same time, giving further substance and support to the strategic vision 
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enunciated in Box 1. Annex 8 of the ARN contains the Priorities Matrix that embodies the 
vision.  
 
 
Production and Availability 
 
On the production and availability front, much progress has been made over the last fifteen 
years but there are also looming challenges ahead. The diversification of the food basket – 
into non-cereal foods such as pulses, oilseeds, fruits and vegetables, and fish, meat and 
poultry - is not in doubt: given economic and demographic growth, it is an imperative of the 
goal of food security for all. But what is much less clear is whether a parallel diversification of 
the domestic food producing sectors is warranted by a socio-economic cost-benefit calculus. 
Research on Specialization vs. Diversification in Food Production and the Role of Trade and 
Trade Policy is needed to aid policy-makers pay explicit attention to the interaction and 
potential synergy of domestic production and international trade in ensuring the availability of 
the desirable national food basket. 
 
At the same time, raising domestic productivity in the food sectors is required to raise both 
food availability and access simultaneously. Unrealized yield potentials call for studies of the 
Effectiveness of Extension Services in Promoting Technology Adoption and of the Land Use 
Patterns and their Long Term Implications for Food Security. These research needs remain 
unfulfilled and must be an essential adjunct of the more traditional areas encompassed 
under the Research Theme Economic Efficiency of Domestic Food Production. Unexploited 
gains also exist in respect of Technical Efficiency and Assessment of Post-Harvest and 
Other Losses. 
 
While these narrowly agricultural-technical areas remain important, there is also growing 
realization that existing input and output market structures and cartel-like conduct in 
intermediation conspire with policy errors of commission and omission (implementation 
failures) to stymie farmers’ access to inputs, remunerative output prices and incentives 
generally. Accessibility of Inputs for Food Production and Value Chain Analysis in Output 
Markets are Research Themes that the nation can profitably pursue in this regard. Notably 
also, both formal credit and micro-credit have bypassed needy agricultural producers. 
 
The cross-cutting cluster Power, Transport, Communication, Irrigation and Storage needs 
additional research as these infrastructural constraints will rise in importance with growing 
commercialization and modernization of the farm sector. But there is another cross-cutting 
cluster that, in time, will prove to be of overwhelming importance for Bangladesh especially 
as global warming proceeds apace. We refer here to questions of Long Term Environmental 
Degradation and Food Security. 
 
Research must also anticipate the socio-economic impacts brought about by emerging 
developments such as biotechnology and global warming. In regard to the former, it is true 
that the cluster ‘Technologies including Bio-Technologies’ was dropped for the 
straightforward reason that it was proposed as an issue of techno-scientific advance rather 
than its socio-economic implications. However, the digest does include research into the 
strategic questions of great socio-economic significance implied by this area. Thus, research 
into the possibilities, their costs and benefits, of Bangladesh acquiring applied and possibly 
also basic research capabilities in this field receive attention mainly under the production-
availability dimension. 
 
Given the current state of food security and nutrition – the most disturbing elements of which 
arise from a lack of economic access – it should be unsurprising that the authors chose the 
associated Key Clusters Food Prices, Purchasing Power, Pricing Policies and Food Markets 
and Ultra-Poverty, Poverty, Inequality and Exclusion as the ones with most promise of 
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beneficial interaction with the production-availability dimension. From a policy standpoint, 
inquiries into production diversification as well as market structures and functioning must 
interact with inquiries going on in these related areas if the incomes, prices and employment 
fallout from developments in production spheres are to be maximally beneficial (or minimally 
harmful) to the interests of the poor and the ultra-poor. 
 
 
Physical and Social Access 
 
Much has been accomplished in Bangladesh in complementing reforms to make better use 
of markets for enlarging economic access with a more stream-lined and efficacious set of 
state interventions to provide social access to those that the market leaves behind. But this 
is hardly reason for complacency in regard to mechanisms of social access. Success must 
be measured not in relation to yesterday’s unrealized potentials but in relation to today’s 
unmet needs for the fact of the matter is production advances and market-friendly reforms 
have not only failed to dent the widespread prevalence of ultra-poverty and food deprivation 
but have actually widened the gap between availability and access.  
 
A large fraction of Bangladesh’s population suffers from chronic food insecurity which is 
fundamentally related to poverty. This insecurity occurs in spite of the existence of a number 
of safety net programs. Chronic insecurity is compounded by a predictable component of 
transitory food insecurity arising from natural disasters and other shocks, and made worse 
by seasonal food shortages and employment scarcity which, in the north-western regions, 
are manifest in the phenomenon known as monga. Much of course is known about existing 
safety net programs. But the continued intransigence and critical importance of the problem, 
in terms of the social, economic and human costs it inflicts on the most deprived regions and 
classes, proves that much still remains poorly understood both in terms of policy 
interventions and their implementation. 
 
Implementation processes are clearly implicated given the scale of targeting inadequacies 
and leakages away from intended beneficiaries despite government commitment to protect 
the vulnerable. There is warrant for research to deepen our understanding of Targeting 
Methodologies for Food Security Safety Net Programs. Research is needed into appropriate 
targeting criteria for food security safety net programs that are relatively easy to implement 
and have built-in checks on misapplication. The possibilities for enhancing the transparency 
of entitlements and of formal and informal channels of access to them by Involving 
Communities and Local Power Structures in Safety Net Provision must be scrutinized with 
research which should also aim to identify modalities for promoting such involvement. Of 
course, local participation may not be a panacea and can also be prone to biases in 
beneficiary selection and irregularities in delivery. Nevertheless, local collective institutions 
and energies, whether secularly or religiously constituted, need to be harnessed both to limit 
corruption and leakages and to provide a local `moral economy’ of access for the poorest 
and the weakest including the disabled. Success stories in this varied and large county (e.g., 
the Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) program owing partly to women’s empowerment) 
are scarcely lacking. Valuable research, including smaller scale case studies, can help 
diffuse Best Practices in Food Distribution Programs. 
 
Food stocks – in particular the Government’s grain stocking policy - and storage facilities 
deserve some attention too, given that administrative and political lapses in their handling 
can help account for some of the implementation problems. It can be argued that this area 
has received much attention already. But such matters as optimal location of storages, and 
private and cooperative alternatives deserve investigation; hence our emphasis on Storage 
Facilities: Options for Remote Areas and Poor Communities. As in any poor economy, 
storage losses in quantity and quality remain high in Bangladesh. Yet, for just that reason, 
research resources devoted to Quality Degradation of Food Commodities in Storage: 
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Causes and Solutions (especially low-cost options for improvements) can pay off with major 
benefits by way of reduced post-harvest losses.  
 
The cyclical nature of some food crises and the acuteness with which they affect people 
raises the question as to why existing safety nets are unable to prevent recurrence of the 
problem. Though seasonal food insecurity such as monga is predictable, its persistence 
through decades of intervention clearly calls for more research to elucidate its causes, 
identify intervention failures and propose possible solutions. Two Research Themes that we 
believe to be particularly critical are Relief and Food Delivery Processes in Vulnerable 
Regions and Seasons and Social Access to Food in Monga-Affected Areas. Despite much 
attention being given to monga by both government and development institutions, it 
continues to take a severe annual toll on the northwest. This crisis has persisted even in the 
face of improved food availability at the national level since the mid-eighties. How can this be 
explained? Why are safety nets failing to prevent hunger every year? Is it due to the 
malfunctioning of the programs, inadequate supply of emergency stocks or other factors? 
 
It is a testament to the high incidence of ultra-poverty, particularly localized in regions and 
seasons, that the authors selected Disadvantaged Regions, the Disabled, Elderly, Children 
and Ethnic Minorities and Power, Transport, Communication, Irrigation and Storage as the 
cross-cutting clusters critical to their dimension. The precise orientations of research in these 
two areas will be self-evident from the main-dimension Research Themes identified above. 
There is another cross-cutting issue that also has been noted as important for social access. 
Going by existing knowledge of the obstacles impeding the reach of safety nets across 
vulnerable groups, regions and seasons, the theme of governance, particularly issues of 
transparency and accountability in targeting and delivery, needs more attention than it has 
hitherto received. 
 
Research to advance social access will also benefit from its interactions with research in two 
specific areas. The first, Ultra-Poverty, Poverty, Inequality and Exclusion, comes from the 
economic access dimension. Given our strategic vision for prioritization, the link between 
lack of social access and lack of economic access especially arising from persistent poverty 
and ultra-poverty seems entirely apposite. The second, Issues in Measurement of Food 
Security, Vulnerability and Poverty, is formally linked to the utilization and nutrition dimension 
although it is clearly also of fundamental relevance for a social access system that has been 
under strong reform pressure toward targeting.  
 
 
Economic Access 
 
Recent policy pronouncements have elevated the promotion of income–generating activities 
for the poor to core status. This has to be seen in the context of a couple of strategic 
considerations. Ultra-poverty for one has remained intractable: the poorest, including the 
highly disadvantaged groups, not only tend to be excluded from new economic opportunities 
in non-farm sectors but are also by-passed by government safety nets and under-
represented in Non Government Organization (NGO) -based micro-credit initiatives. While 
raising incomes is clearly important, food markets often do not work for the poor, especially 
the ultra-poor. Hence, ensuring affordable and stable food prices is an equally important 
policy challenge. Research on both fronts, therefore, must remain a high priority especially 
because the impact of prices on the well-being of these classes is not well understood and 
obstacles to their accessing income opportunities not much better either. A third 
consideration is not so much new as a long-neglected aspect connected to poverty and 
inequality: inequality needs to be taken seriously as a key determinant of poverty. 
 
At the top of the priority research needs for economic access are Livelihood Patterns and 
Coping Strategies of the Ultra-Poor including Disadvantaged Groups and Ultra-Poverty and 
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Micro-Credit: Links and Missing Links. The first of these Research Themes is intended to 
delve deeper into the many constraints that the poor, especially the ultra-poor and the 
disadvantaged groups in both rural and urban areas must face. This will provide a 
fundamental understanding of the determinants of poverty and ultra-poverty. The coping 
strategies or options open to them should be part of the research as this can help better 
target policy interventions and their implementation. As for the second Theme, one issue is 
whether micro-credit can at all become an efficacious instrument for redressing ultra-poverty. 
If not, are social safety nets up to the task? 
 
Accessing income opportunities outside of traditional agriculture – in the non-farm sector or 
via access to common property resources – is another potential route of poverty and ultra-
poverty. Is self-employment a viable option for these groups given that returns tend to be 
persistently below wage employment? Even in regard to the latter, why are these classes 
confined to low returns manual labor employment? These are some of the issues that need 
to be addressed under the Research Theme Self-Employment, Wage Employment and 
Income Generation. Issues concerning access to common property resources (khas land, 
forests, water bodies, ponds) remain poorly investigated in the literature, a deficiency that is 
to be covered under the priority Theme Access to Common Property Resources and Income 
Generation. 
 
On price formation, price stabilization, the neglected issue of non-rice prices and policy 
interventions in markets, all of which are relevant to the real purchasing power of the poor 
and hence their economic access to food in markets, three Research Themes have been 
singled out for priority attention: Price Stabilization, Market Integration and Consumer 
Welfare, Non-Government Influences in Food Market Price Formation, and Non-Rice Food 
Prices and Markets and Economic Access to a More Diversified Diet. Several remarks on 
these priorities are in order. 
 
Seasonal swings in food prices have a large adverse impact on the low-income groups. How 
effective are the extant government interventions for seasonal price stabilization? While 
external trade integration is expected to help reduce seasonal fluctuations in prices, there 
still remain serious doubts whether there is even domestic market integration, especially in 
regard to non-rice markets. On the related issue of price formation, there is a widespread 
popular feeling that hoarding and syndicates cause seasonal and chronic manipulation that 
both impoverishes and raises the economic vulnerability of the low-income groups 
especially. This question calls for a series of in-depth studies in localized markets as well as 
the domestic market as a whole. Research on whether and to what extent collusion and 
market-rigging practices prevail and what can be done about them deserves high priority. 
Finally, not much is known about the inter-food price relatives and their determinants. While 
rice prices have fallen in recent years, there is an expectation that nutrient-rich foods (such 
as fish, pulses, fruits, vegetables, milk) are likely to increase in the face of income and 
population growth. If inequality rises along with incomes, then, the poor may have even 
worse prospects of consuming these foods than they already do. 
 
Finally, on the cross-cutting dimensions of relevance to economic access, gender and 
environmental issues seem critical to a number of the Research Themes noted above. 
Women’s participation in market economic activities still faces a range of constraints 
including social norms and customs. Home-based activities, on the other hand, are plagued 
by low returns, severe marketing problems and problems in accessing inputs. The way out 
from both traps will require novel approaches to the asset and educational constraints that 
poor women must confront. The Research Theme on Access to Productive Assets, 
Education, Health and Other Services is chosen to address just these issues. The other 
cross-cutting cluster to economic access is Long Term Environmental Degradation and Food 
Security. Environmental degradation often hurts the poor most because the poor are both 
reliant on the incomes that resources, particularly in common property or free access, 
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provide and vulnerable to the health and other costs imposed by environmental spoliation 
because they lack the resources to effect private solutions. Government interventions in 
other areas e.g., agriculture, public infrastructure projects, etc. often exacerbates these 
consequences. Bangladesh at large suffers from both knowledge and implementation gaps 
in regard to the triangular nexus among environmental degradation, public interventions and 
the status of the poor. These gaps need urgently to be filled. 
 
The scope for cross-fertilization between research on ultra-poverty and the social access 
cluster Shocks, Seasonality and Stability of Access is certainly large. One such area for 
cross-fertilization is relief and food delivery processes in geographically or seasonally food 
insecure areas. Economic access to food is intertwined with food availability in important 
ways including via the functioning of input and output markets and associated policy 
interventions. Accordingly, Input and Output Market Structures and Policy Interventions is 
another area for fruitful research interactions with the economic access Research Themes 
identified above.  
 
 
Utilization and Nutrition 
 
An important challenge facing Bangladesh is assuring the quality (in terms of nutrient 
content) and safety of food consumed. Failures in this regard detract from utilization and can 
even cause more harm than good, risks that are aggravated by rising population, 
urbanization, environmental pollution, and poor water quality and food hygiene. With a 
growing number of new food varieties produced and marketed, reliable national food 
composition data are needed to determine food and nutrient standards and formulate 
national dietary guidelines to achieve balanced nutrition. Dietary diversity of the ultra poor, 
including the urban poor, the disabled, the elderly, and the ethnic minorities is an important 
policy issue, with special reference to micronutrient malnutrition. On the other hand, rising 
affluence in a section of the population, coupled with lack of nutrition awareness, leads to a 
dietary pattern and life style posing new public health challenges. The foregoing issues help 
constitute a research agenda crucial to improving nutrition outcomes through appropriate 
food, nutrition and agricultural policies.  
 
Two Research Themes - Food Contamination and Food Adulteration and Institutionalization 
and Capacity Building of Street Food Systems – capture major priorities under the Key 
Cluster of Food Safety and Food Quality. There are wide knowledge gaps in regard to food 
contamination by pesticides, the extent to which the Integrated Pest Management Policy has 
been implemented, and the incidence of disease (including diarrhoea) caused by bacterial 
contamination of food and water arising from poor environmental sanitation, personal 
hygiene and faulty food handling. These issues are ripe for research. In each case, research 
can also quantify the economic losses imposed. There is also widespread use of arsenic 
contaminated water in irrigation and for drinking, affecting food from aquatic life to livestock 
and crops. Outstanding research questions include: What has been done so far in this area? 
What are the socio-economic costs to families afflicted with arsenicosis? What is the extent 
of arsenic contamination in food products people consume and what are the effects on 
human health?  
 
With the proliferation of new methods of food adulteration, the knowledge gaps have also 
grown. Studies have pointed to the unsatisfactory conditions in which street vendors who 
cater to millions prepare, preserve, handle and serve food to consumers. Vendors’ poverty 
and illiteracy are contributing causes. Research is needed to establish mechanisms to 
institutionalize the street food systems and promote relevant capacities of street food 
vendors. 
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As diets have altered and their complexity grown in recent decades, and with the influx of a 
range of new high-yielding varieties, there is need for up-to-date Food Composition Data. 
The construction of Food Composition Tables with Special Reference to Indigenous Foods 
will require a fresh round of research on the nutrient content of the new food baskets in order 
to prepare dietary guidelines and determine standard dietary intake. The lack of up-to-date 
knowledge is a barrier to the setting of Nutrition Standards specific to Bangladesh. The 
Research Theme on Setting Food and Nutrition Standards for Balanced Nutrition can 
address this important knowledge gap and help construct population group-specific nutrition 
standards for all energy, macro and micronutrients. A related Theme of particular importance 
is Dietary Diversity of the Ultra Poor, Including the Urban Poor. While the imperative to meet 
dietary diversity is widely acknowledged, the need to measure and operationalize it remains 
unmet. Associations between dietary diversity and nutrient adequacy, and between dietary 
diversity and household food security, especially for the vulnerable groups, must be 
identified to create the knowledge base for effective interventions. 
 
Micronutrient malnutrition of various forms is of particular concern in Bangladesh both from 
the viewpoint of their wide prevalence and the human costs in terms of health, cognitive and 
economic performance. The Research Theme on Micronutrient Status of Vulnerable 
Populations in Geographically At-Risk Areas addresses this issue for the most vulnerable 
population groups, namely young children, pregnant mothers and the ultra poor, particularly 
those living in the geographically at-risk areas like the Chittagong Hill Tracts, other tribal 
areas and the char lands.  
 
Functional foods are those which confer additional health benefits beyond basic nutrition. 
Consumption of these foods in Bangladesh is embedded in traditional food culture and food 
habits, but without the knowledge of what these are and what exactly they do. This is a 
comparatively new area of research. Research into the Theme Promotion of Functional 
Foods for Additional Health Benefits is needed to investigate the potential of nutrition 
education including advocacy and mass awareness to enhance the consumption of these 
foods. Research can also contribute by way of building an inventory of the known and 
hitherto unknown healthful foods, and to ascertain their economic benefits. 
 
Turning next to the cross-cutting dimensions, the Key Clusters were identified to be Intra–
Household Food Distribution and Access and Disadvantaged Regions, the Disabled, Elderly, 
Children and Ethnic Minorities. The crucial questions in regard to the first are: How does 
gender bias affect the nutrition of children and women? How do age and gender bias 
combine to exacerbate the food insecurity status of girls? Research must also identify the 
extent and variation in nutritional status across the disadvantaged regions and groups. 
 
Finally, there are potentially valuable research interactions between nutrition and other 
dimensions. The assessment of The Economic and Social Value of Nutrition and Food 
Security is still in its infancy in Bangladesh. Nutritionists and economists working on 
standard market access questions can fruitfully combine forces in inter-disciplinary research 
to document costs imposed by malnutrition and food insecurity. Another area for research 
symbiosis is in the design of Rules and Institutions for the Food Security System. 
Weaknesses in the rules setting and enforcing standards and good practices in the food 
industry exacerbate the problems of food quality and safety. While there is general 
awareness of weak implementation, research is needed to identify the crucial bottlenecks in 
implementation and enforcement and thus contribute to improving the quality of the food 
chain.   
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A Holistic Perspective on the Cross-Cutting Dimensions and Other Priority Areas 
 
Two further considerations are relevant to the delineation of priorities in a holistic 
perspective. One pertains to priorities under the cross-cutting dimensions and another to 
other priority areas not elsewhere classified. In regard to cross-cutting Key Clusters, it 
stands to reason that rather than reduce the choice solely to their special interest for each of 
the 4 main dimensions, that choice must also respond to the general interest transcending 
the individual main dimensions. This required that the authors revisit and properly review the 
cross-cutting priorities that emerged from their work on the individual dimensions. The 
following were both among the top 5 clusters belonging to the cross-cutting dimensions (as 
per the participatory ranking) and identified as Key Clusters for two main dimensions: 
 
Power, Transport, Communication, Irrigation, Storage 
Long-Term Environmental Degradation and Food Security 
Disadvantaged Regions, the Disabled, Elderly, Children and Ethnic Minorities 
 
On both these counts, therefore, they merit inclusion as cross-cutting Key Clusters. The 
following clusters qualify on one of the two criteria above but not both: 
 
Access to Productive Assets, Education, Health and Other Services 
Intra –Household Food Distribution and Access 
Research, Extension, Education, Health 
 
However, a major unforeseen consequence of the prior choices made for each dimension 
separately has been the exclusion of the cross-cutting dimension of governance. The 
authors concluded that governance issues cannot be ignored for they hold a high relevance 
for the success of food security policies (particularly at the level of implementation). This also 
emerged forcefully at the November Consultative Workshop where a widely articulated view 
was that failures of governance (including research-based knowledge of proper governance 
rules and practices) were to blame for the poor implementation of well-grounded policies in 
the past as well as poorly designed policies. The authors also thought it necessary to 
prioritize among the cross-cutting clusters by restricting Key Cluster status to just four of 
them. The upshot of this line of reasoning, then, was to add one Key Cluster from 
governance to the three cross-cutting Key Clusters prioritized above. The governance 
cluster selected is Transparency of Policies and Accountability of Institutions Related to 
Food Security which is a hybrid of two governance clusters. So in the final analysis, the 
cross-cutting Key Clusters are the following; 
 
 Transparency of Policies and Accountability of Institutions Related to FS 
 Power, Transport, Communication, Irrigation, Storage 

Long-Term Environmental Degradation and Food Security 
Disadvantaged Regions, the Disabled, Elderly, Children and Ethnic Minorities 
 

A similar line of reasoning found two other clusters as requiring priority attention viz. 
 

Issues in Measurement of Food Security, Vulnerability and Poverty 
The Economic and Social Value of Nutrition and Food Security 
 

It will be readily seen that both these clusters have something of a ‘cross-cutting’ character 
to them. They may be thought of as ‘overarching’ themes for food security. Although the 
measurement cluster is formally tied to the nutrition dimension, it retains relevance to all the 
dimensions. Moreover, while there is a considerable amount of literature in this cluster, there 
is also persistent demand as empirical realities are constant changing and methods of 
measurement subject to refinement and improved resource availability. As for valuation 
issues, there is in fact a paucity of literature on the economic and social value of nutrition 
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and food security. Research needs to be undertaken to provide rigorous estimates of the 
socio-economic losses posed by continued malnutrition, hunger and food insecurity. 
 
The four cross-cutting and two overarching clusters may be regarded as Research Themes 
additional to those identified under the main dimensions. In closing this overview, we present 
brief descriptions of these cross-cutting and overarching Research Themes. 
 
Transparency of Policies and Accountability of Institutions: In addition to capacity and 
resource constraints, governance gaps at large are now widely acknowledged as negatively 
affecting implementation and delivery in all areas of interventions for improving food security 
and reducing poverty. Among those gaps, the lack of transparency of policies and of suitable 
mechanisms for the accountability of agencies responsible for policy formulation and 
implementation have been identified as major impediments to achieving food security goals. 
There is need, therefore, for research into the options for strengthening participatory 
mechanisms and checks and balances on responsible agencies. The empowerment of 
people, the right to information, and local community self-government are some of the 
mechanisms that require research. Fiscal devolution and decentralization of public decision-
making authority are also key elements in making the state work for the people. In all these 
respects, the political position of the poor, the food insecure and the disadvantaged, and 
their mobilization in defense of their rights and entitlements need to be addressed.  
 
Power, transport, communication, irrigation and storage: Infrastructure has both direct and 
indirect links with food production, availability, physical access and economic and social 
access. Both hard infrastructure (such as power, transport, irrigation, etc.) and soft 
infrastructure (research, education and health) are major inputs in both rural and urban 
economies. They are also important direct consumption goods. The acute shortage of power 
explains a large part of the irrigation deficit. Transport and communications are vital to the 
farm sector in accessing inputs and selling outputs. In many regions, inadequate transport 
constrains physical access to food by people. There remains unexploited potential to 
harness information and communications technology (including mobile and internet 
communications) for the benefit of the farm, non-farm and informal sectors. Storage 
infrastructure plays multiple roles in the food security system including stabilizing prices, 
meeting emergencies and disasters, and providing social access to food. Improved storage 
remains an important need to strengthen these various roles and also to ensure the safe 
preservation of agricultural produce avoiding wastage and pest infestation. Cold chains can 
also contribute to agricultural trade as well as food security. 
 
Long-Term Environmental Degradation and Food Security: Economic and demographic 
growth have put severe strains on the natural sources and sinks that sustain economic 
activity and development in Bangladesh. Water is a crucial yet much threatened resource. 
Reduced availability of surface water has adversely affected the recharge of ground water. 
Untreated industrial effluents, municipal sewage and agricultural run-offs polluted with 
pesticides and chemical fertilizers further reduce usable water availability for both human 
and agriculture uses. These problems also damage fisheries which are of great value in 
Bangladesh. Economic and demographic growth has also caused growing destruction of 
forests and biodiversity as well as fisheries. These several avenues of environmental 
degradation are increasingly posing threats to food security especially for the disadvantaged. 
Some key questions in this area include: What is the status of natural resources of vital 
importance to food security? What are the key causes for the erosion of these resources? 
What are the short and long term consequences for food availability and food access? What 
are the priority areas for public intervention to safeguard the environment in order to assure 
food for all?  
 
Disadvantaged Regions, the Disabled, Elderly, Children and Ethnic Minorities: Several 
regions and population groups fall within the definition of the ‘disadvantaged’. They share the 
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features of food insecurity and poverty which trap them in their initial conditions. 
Disadvantaged regions refer to the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT), other tribal areas and char 
lands characterized by distinct geography, ethnicity, and other factors. People with 
disabilities are among the most vulnerable of the disadvantaged having little access to public 
assistance due in part to neglect. The elderly, women in particular, suffer social exclusion 
and are burdened by high rates of illness and disability. The food deprivations of children 
pose major social costs from stunting and wasting. These deprivations are aggravated on 
account of their dependence on parents or other care givers. Lacking care altogether leaves 
them in destitution. Finally, ethnic minorities constitute another important group of the 
disadvantaged who are also marginalized from mainstream society which is an additional 
they must face over and above the afflictions of food insecurity, malnutrition, lack of access 
to health care and economic opportunities common to the disadvantaged. 
 
Issues in Measurement of Food Security, Vulnerability and Poverty: Measurement of food 
security, vulnerability and poverty closely impinge on issues of hunger, undernourishment, 
food insecurity and vulnerability. The global mandate to monitor progress in hunger 
reduction cannot be fulfilled without accurate, reliable and timely measurements. The issue 
of hunger is very basic and closely related to food energy inadequacy. Vulnerability 
measures need to take account of many individual– and household- level factors that require 
to be assessed in the local context. As the structure of the economy evolves, population 
expands and urbanization proceeds, there will be need to reassess calorific and other 
nutritional norms for various occupational groups. Poverty measurement needs to be refined 
continuously especially in respect of the household surveys that underlie it. The 
measurement of hard core or ultra-poverty remains a major unfilled gap in Bangladesh. 
Seasonality has a ubiquitous impact on vulnerability, dietary diversity, Monga and related 
phenomena that are central to the food security situation in Bangladesh, and calls for special 
efforts at quantifying the relevant relationships. 
 
Economic and Social Value of Nutrition: Hunger and malnutrition are debilitating sources of 
human suffering. But they are also themselves major barriers to escape from their inflictions 
– they are the most important form of ‘poverty traps’. Malnutrition undermines economic 
growth and perpetuates poverty. Conversely, good nutrition is a basic building block of 
human capital and as such contributes to economic development, in turn, sustainable and 
equitable growth. Better-nourished workers are better workers. The returns to investing in 
nutrition are, therefore, high but need to be quantified in an appropriate social cost-benefit 
framework. There is a two-way relationship between nutrition and economic development 
which can contribute to a virtuous circle of human and economic development. This should 
enter the calculus of public policies when considering investments and expenditure to 
improve food security.  
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3. Objectives, Process, Choice Rules and Intermediate Findings 
 
As a prelude to the substantive findings summarized in the overview and detailed in the 
dimension-wise Sections that follow, this Section identifies the major parameters that 
informed the research and deliberations underlying those findings. These include the RND 
objectives, the overall assessment process within which its production is embedded, the 
choice criteria and rules that were adhered to, and the intermediate findings that form its 
basis. At the outset, we may note the major immediate objectives of the RND:  
 
First, to describe the results of the assessment in terms of the dimension-wise research 
clusters and themes that were judged to be of high importance by the authors on the one 
hand and by government, civil society and other participants on the other. These inputs 
arose from a mixed participatory-centralized process. The matrix termed Key Clusters, 
Research Themes and Interactions (Priorities Matrix for short) provides a bird’s eye-view of 
the priorities. The RND is designed to flesh out the priorities making use of the rationales, 
arguments and examples given in the Notes on Research Needs Priorities that were 
prepared by the authors. 
 
Second, to relate the identified research needs to both the current state and trends in the 
food security situation in Bangladesh and the priorities in food security policy and 
implementation established by the National Food Policy. The intent is to establish a sense of 
the degree to which the research priorities identified are in conformity with respect to both 
considerations. 
 
Third, to prepare the ground for the February 2007 Workshop at which the results were 
presented and also for the NFPCSP decisions and actions that are to ensue by:  
 

(a) describing and explaining the research needs established, and also suggesting the 
value of having the Research Themes ranked through a participatory process; and 

(b) clarifying the value of the RND itself: for policy-makers, researchers and civil society, 
to inform decisions about setting research priorities, and for NFPCSP, to inform 
decisions about setting a research agenda for technical assistance and awarding 
grants. 

 
Consider next the ARN process of which the RND is a part. This digest of findings has been 
obtained through a two-way, three-stage process. Each stage involved a bottom up or 
participatory and top down or centralized process through which the findings emerged.  
 
The third set of parameters structuring the RND are the rules and choice criteria that 
governed the choice of priorities across a very wide, comprehensive and challenging range 
of potential alternatives. To begin with, the main part of the work underlying the digest – the 
selection of Key Clusters and Research Themes – was carried out in coordination by the 
authors separately for each of the main food security dimensions. It was decided to accord 
equal treatment to each main dimension there being no a priori basis to do otherwise. The 
starting point of the selection process was the participatory ranking of clusters made by the 
participants at the First Consultative Workshop in November.  
 
‘Key Clusters’ are the clusters chosen by the authors to be of major importance at the 
present juncture in Bangladesh. The authors selected 3 main Key Clusters for each main 
dimension (thus, 12 main Key Clusters in all) and 2 cross-cutting Key Clusters that they 
deemed to be particularly critical to that dimension of food security. No Key Cluster is a 
hybrid of clusters from 2 or more dimensions although a few are hybrids of clusters from the 
same dimension. The authors selected the three top-ranked clusters as the Key Clusters 
unless they had reasons to justify a deviation. For the cross-cutting dimensions, there were 5 
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Key Clusters in all of a possible 8 due to overlapping choices (which can arise as cross-
cutting clusters are, by definition, common to all the dimensions). 
 
 
Table 1: An Overview of the ARN Methodology 

Step Activity Methods Outputs 
Stage 1A Participatory generation of unabridged data 

(ARN Survey) 
Chapter 2 Chapter 4 

Stage 1B Authors’ classification of the data by 
dimensions and clusters 

Chapter 3 Chapter 4 

Stage 2A Participatory ranking of the clusters - 1st 
Workshop 

Chapter 5 Chapter 6 

Stage 2B Construction of a digest of Key Clusters & 
Research Themes 

Chapter 7 Chapter 8 

Stage 3A Participatory ranking of Research Themes - 
2nd Workshop 

Chapter 9 Chapter 10 

Stage 3B RND transmitted to inform decision-makers RND (Ch. 8 and Ch. 
10) used as 
reference for 
decision 

Calls for 
Research 
Proposals 

Note: All Chapter references are to the full report (ARN). 
 
 
With the main Key Clusters determined, the authors then prioritized seven ‘Research 
Themes’ under these heads for each dimension (thus, 28 main Research Themes in all). 
‘Research Themes’ are components or parts of a Key Cluster constituting a thematic group 
of issues or research area. Each Research Theme is conceived to be broad enough to be 
capable of generating an array of well-specified researchable questions leading to 
publishable articles or monographs. Research Themes will be neither as broad as a cluster 
(which can sustain several broad research programs) nor as narrow as a proposed Topic or 
a published Title. There is a noteworthy distinction here between the main and the cross-
cutting dimensions. Whereas the authors selected Research Themes under the main 
dimensions, their choices for the cross-cutting dimensions were limited to the Key Clusters 
without a further breakdown into selected Research Themes. 
 
The choice of Key Clusters in each Dimension was mostly straightforward thanks to the 
participatory ranking of clusters from the First Consultative Workshop. The Key Clusters 
chosen conform, for the most part, to the participatory ranking of clusters. But there are a 
few exceptions to this general observation involving either the selection of hybrid clusters or 
slight reversals in ranking. Such deviations were made only when supported by strong 
reasons based on policy priorities and/or ground realities in the country. As for the choice of 
Research Themes under the various Key Clusters, the authors used two basic criteria in 
assessing alternatives: 
 

 their conformability to the current state and trends in food security 
 their relevance to the policy aims and priorities of the National Food Policy  

 
Unlike clusters which were defined a priori to provide a complete partitioning of the main 
dimensions and from which the Key Clusters got to be selected, no such universe of 
research themes was set in advance from which the Research Themes were selected. Thus, 
while the choice of Key Clusters explicitly accords low priority to other clusters that might 
have been chosen, the selection of certain Research Themes does so only implicitly. 
Another feature of the Research Themes is that they do not always belong to a unique Key 
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Cluster. In some cases, a Research Theme is a hybrid construct involving more than one 
Key Cluster.  
 
This selection process was weighted heavily by what were considered to be crucial areas of 
knowledge that fresh research might contribute to. This required the authors to rely, in the 
final analysis, on their own judgments and expert knowledge of the ground realities and 
policies in place in Bangladesh. However, their judgments were guided by inputs sought and 
received from a number of sources. The choice process benefited from discussions with 
academics, civil society functionaries, and government officials, particularly with members of 
the Thematic Research Teams. It was also complemented by the extensive list of 
bibliographic titles for the past 7 years which helped identify policy-relevant themes which 
were either poorly served or over-researched. Finally, the fact that the scope of the ARN is 
confined to socio-economic research themes helped limit the universe of Themes to be 
considered. 
 
The final set of parameters of the RND exercise is defined by the intermediate findings that 
form its foundation: 
 

• From Stage 1A, the research Topics (provided by interview surveys) and bibliographic 
Titles (obtained from a bibliographic search) classified under clusters (in Stage 1B) 
that exhaustively partition the dimensions (these appear in Annex 4 of the ARN) 

• From Stage 2A, the overall ranking of all the clusters taken together (Table 3 in 
Chapter 6 of the ARN) and also the rankings of clusters within their respective 
dimensions (Table 4 in Chapter 6). 

 
Some observations concerning these intermediate findings are in order. First, in the ranking 
of dimensions implied by the explicit ranking of clusters, remarkably the top 3 dimensions 
are all cross-cutting dimensions – Infrastructure, Environment, and Women & Other 
Disadvantaged Groups. This is suggestive of the great value of knowledge about the cross-
cutting issues for advancing food security as well as perhaps the paucity of such knowledge 
at present. Second, nutrition and economic access emerged as the top-ranked main 
dimension. This perhaps underscores the persistence, on the one hand, of the problem of 
converting food availability into its optimal utilization in terms of human nutrition outcomes 
and, on the other, of the pervasive problem of poverty and ultra-poverty borne of a lack of 
purchasing power.  
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4. Priority Research Themes for Production and Availability 
 
Food security does not mean satisfying only the rice or staple cereal requirements. Non-rice 
crops such as pulses and oilseeds as well as wheat and maize also merit priority concern in 
the national food basket. In the past, diversification of the national food basket was mainly 
equated with promoting diversification of domestic production through crop diversification 
programs. However, these programs did not achieve the desired results and heavy reliance 
on imports of non-rice commodities persisted. For example, 70% of the pulses and 66% of 
the edible oil requirements are currently imported (Mishra and Hossain 2005). Indeed, 
domestic production of these crops faces heavy competition from exporting countries 
characterized by lower costs of production. A study by Dorosh and Shahabuddin (2002) 
reveals that Bangladesh has comparative advantage on domestic production of rice for 
import substitution but not for wheat and edible oil, while pulses have a comparative 
advantage not only for import substitution but also for export.  
 
A forward looking perspective on the availability of a diversified food supply, compatible with 
the nationwide achievement of a balanced diet, should recognize the fundamental 
constraints represented by the available and foreseeable production basis and technologies 
in addressing the future food needs of an increasing population. Along these lines, an 
improved understanding of the trends in domestic supply (including likely technologies) and 
demand should provide the basis for identifying the share of future demand which is 
expected to be met by domestic production and, as a result, trade requirements to fill the 
gap. Such analysis will provide the basis for a strategic design of policy and program 
interventions regarding food commodities in Bangladesh. Given restrictions on the range of 
policy instruments arising from the country’s obligations under international trade treaties, 
such interventions will, more than likely take the form of investments in public goods, 
including investments in technological developments and diffusion, and the setting of trade 
instruments such as tariffs and World Trade Organization (WTO) eligible subsidies and 
taxes. In this context, the concern for technology developments adequate to reduce the 
costs of production of a diversified basket of crops should be coupled with an improved 
understanding of the areas of current and future (dynamic) growth potential.  

This approach applies not only to crops but should necessarily consider non-crop items like 
fish, livestock and poultry which are an essential part of a balanced food basket. In other 
words, policies must be concerned with food diversification rather than just crop 
diversification. For a growing and urbanizing population counting on a limited and vulnerable 
endowment of natural resources, availability of an adequately diversified food supply should 
necessarily be achieved through inter play of import, export and domestic production. 
Policies should thus pay explicit attention to the interaction and potential synergy of domestic 
production and international trade in ensuring the availability of the desirable national food 
basket. It is a matter of political choice whether Bangladesh needs to be self-sufficient for 
some key food supplies. However, this should rely on adequate information and analysis 
regarding the economic and social ramifications of such choices and the tradeoffs involved. 

Farmers’ access to inputs assuredly is a key factor determining production of both cereals 
non-cereal food products. But access to inputs including credit has remained problematic for 
many reasons such as non-availability at the right times, in the right quantities and at the 
right prices. In many cases, formal credit has bypassed the needy. In output markets, 
farmers often do not get fair prices and in some cases they are compelled to sell produce to 
local traders at prices even lower than their full production cost. The effective functioning of 
input and output markets, depends on the adoption of conducive and appropriate policy 
interventions ( including the provision of the needed infrastructure) as well as on their proper 
implementation. In turn, the design of these policies needs to rely on an improved 
understanding of the structure, conduct and performance of the markets, i.e., what is the 
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level of competitiveness of the markets? What is the number of players? Are there entry and 
exit barriers? Are the existing regulations favoring competitiveness? 

Access to extension services and market information is another critical area for production 
and availability of food. It is important to gain a better understanding of the causes of non-
adoption or partial adoption of available technologies, how extension services can be 
improved and access to market information enhanced. Research on how public supports in 
these areas can be deepened and improved is very much required to enhance food 
production. 
 
These considerations, being central to the current situation in Bangladesh, lead to choose 
the following key clusters for the production and availability dimension of the food security: 
 
1. Economics of Production and Output Diversification; 
2. Access to Inputs, Input-Output Market Structures and Policy Interventions;  
3. Extension, Information and Other Public Services  
 
The formal criteria used here to identify the key clusters were: (1) ranking of clusters based 
on scores given by the participants of the workshop held on November 29, 2006; (2) 
discussions with academia, civil society and government officials; (3) an extensive 
bibliographic survey for the past 7 years (1999-2006); and (4) discussions with the Thematic 
Research Team members. It is to be noted that the prioritization confined itself to only socio-
economic research themes as this is the focus of the NFPCSP. 

While the first and third clusters are from the original list used in the survey of participants, 
the second one is obtained from merging the original clusters ‘Access to Inputs: Credit, 
Land, Water, Fertilizer, Seed etc’ and ‘Input- Output Market Structure and Policy 
Intervention’. The resulting hybrid is called. The rationale for the merger arises from the fact 
that access to inputs is made mostly through markets. The ‘Technologies and Bio-
technology’ cluster has not been selected given the NFPCSP’s focus on socio-economic 
research. Instead, socioeconomic issues related to biotechnology can be incorporated under 
themes related to ‘Access to Inputs, Input-Output Markets Structures and Policy Intervention’ 
hybrid.  

Having selected the key clusters, seven research themes have been identified under the key 
clusters. The three research themes identified under the first cluster are: Economic 
Efficiency of Domestic Food Production, Specialization versus Diversification in Food 
Production and the Role of Trade and Trade Policy, and Land Use Patterns and Their Long 
Term Implication for Food Security. The selected research themes under the second cluster 
are: Accessibility of Inputs for Food Production and Value Chain Analysis in Output Markets. 
Finally, the two research themes identified under the last key cluster are: Effectiveness of 
Extension Services in Promoting Technology Adoption and Technical Efficiency and 
Assessment of Post-Harvest and Other Losses. In addition, two research themes namely 
Power, Transport, Communication, Irrigation and Storage (from infrastructure) and Long 
Term Environmental Degradation and Food Security (from environment) have also been 
identified as cross cutting clusters that are of key importance to production and availability.  

The first research theme Economic Efficiency of Domestic Food Production refers to the 
analysis for selecting the crop/non-crop mix from the viewpoint of a rational strategy to 
promote food diversification. This relates to economic choice of production across crops and 
non-crops from the domestic perspective. Thus the pertinent research question could be: 
what are the projected demand and supply for main food items? Are these compatible with a 
balanced diet? What are the implications for international trade? Based on the balance of 
demand trends, resource availability and technology which crop mix is more likely to be 
produced domestically at the aggregate, national, level as well as in specific local conditions, 
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i.e., in specific farming systems and agro-ecological contexts? How effective are the links 
between farmers and markets? How is farmers’ integration into the markets expected to 
evolve as result of changing market trends and national and global level? What are (some of 
the) options for improving efficiency and remove constraints to expansion of production? 
This strategy is endorsed by the Plan of Action of the National Agricultural Policies that 
states ‘not all crops can be promoted simultaneously as part of the crop diversification 
process’. There is a need to prioritize and to initiate appropriate interventions that will induce 
farmers to adjust their production decision (MoA and FAO, 2004). A better understanding of 
the incentives and constraints to increased productivity and productive capacity could assist 
public policy can better accompany the process through which land and other scarce 
resources can be released for best alternative uses. 

A process of reallocation of productive resources in response to changing incentives is 
already in place. As remarked by Schultz (1964), farmers of developing countries are quite 
rational in terms of production decision and Bangladesh is no exception in this regard. 
Wheat is gradually getting replaced by maize, pulses and oilseeds by boro rice. Most 
profitable alternative use of paddy land for fish culture seems the result of a rational choice 
made by farmers in response to prevailing market conditions. Similarly, poultry farming is 
also competing with paddy lands contributing to the shrinkage of paddy land. Likewise, short 
and long term implication of new product in the production portfolio and those of the replaced 
products need to be researched. What are the specific factors responsible for this 
phenomenon? What are the short and long term consequences on productions and trade 
trends for involved crops and non crops of a continued reallocation of paddy land? What are 
the impacts on food availability and food security at household and national levels? To fill 
this knowledge gap, research should focus on relative profitability and economic efficiencies 
across different product taking into account costs, returns, profitability, production, price 
variations and risk, economic efficiencies and seasonality as well as social factors 
contributing to the production decisions.  

The second research theme Specialization versus Diversification in Food Production and 
the Role of Trade and Trade Policy under the first key cluster relates to the economics of 
domestic diversification in relation to external trade and trade liberalization. In the context of 
global trade liberalization exploring the potential of domestic production versus import is a 
key question as availability of food can be ensured by import as well. The choice between 
domestic production and import represents an opportunity to reduce the cost of domestic 
availably for food, in such a way to allow releasing land and other scarce resources for more 
profitable uses, including the production of higher value produces through which Bangladesh 
can realize potential comparative advantages. In other words, trade should not be only seen 
as a possibility to fill the current and perspective gap between production and consumption 
for crops and other foods traditionally produced domestically in a mercantilist perspective. It 
represents an opportunity to reduce production costs as well as to increase revenues in hard 
currencies and finance imports. It can also make available food products that are not 
available domestically. These could not only add nutrition value, but can have important 
consequences in terms of development of new food habits, increased efficiency in making 
available required nutrients and stimulus to the diversification of domestic production. Such 
possibilities need to be explored together with the economic rationale for producing or 
importing traditional and new food items. For example, Bangladesh imports a substantial 
quantity of fish from neighboring countries like India and Myanmar. On the other hand, the 
country also exports quite a substantial quantity of shrimp and other sea food items. 
Investigations of the comparative advantage of producing versus importing various food 
items can supply vital information for guiding government interventions as regard to trade 
regulations and competitiveness. The latter can inform decisions regarding the allocation of 
public funds to production of public good (such as research and extension) and the setting of 
incentives for import substitution and export promotion and, more broadly, for the regulation 
of factors’ markets. Some key questions include: what are the foreseeable trend in domestic 
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production and trade of main food produce? What is the desirable level of self sufficiency for 
key products from the point of view of food security? Are current trade policies conducive to 
ensure availability of food and food security? Which products have expansion potential and 
should accordingly receive priority in public policies? What are the expected impacts of trade 
liberalization in traditional domestic products on food availability and trade balance? What 
are the links between food trade and diversification of domestic food production?  

Land Use Patterns and Their Long Term Implications for Food Security constitutes the third 
research theme under the first cluster. It may include research on the determinants of 
current land use pattern in terms of land allocation to alternative uses, i.e., agricultural 
versus non agriculture activities, crops versus non-crop produces, grains versus non-grain, 
etc. Indeed, in the context of ‘land scarce’ Bangladesh, land use issues, especially issues 
pertaining to the use of land for non-grain production or non-agricultural purposes, need to 
be debated and understood. Some agricultural activities, such as aquaculture (fish culture in 
the ponds), may be more profitable than production of rice and non-rice crops such as 
pulses and oilseeds if constraints to the access to land and other inputs are to be removed. 
At the same time, any push towards rural industrialization - as a means to enhancing 
economic access to food and reducing poverty- may compete with food production (including 
main staples and especially rice) for land resources. Also, grazing lands are getting 
squeezed which adversely affects livestock production and causes increased dependence 
on neighboring countries for supply of cattle and buffalo. To what extent current land policies 
constitute a break to the unleashing of the potential of various higher yielding/ higher return 
rural activities? 

Producers differ widely in terms of access to or possession of land. The land tenure system 
in Bangladesh has undergone notable changes. Large producers have greater ease of 
access to land, favoring dualism in the access to land resources. Reportedly, absentee 
landlords often keep part of their land unutilized, while a large number of peasants do not 
have access to land for cultivation. It is important to analyze current land use patterns, its 
past and perspective evolution and relate these trends to the changing farming practices and 
trends in agricultural production.  

Equally important is to investigate the trends in agrarian structures in terms of size of farms 
and holdings, land tenure, agrarian contracts and land markets and their interrelationships 
with other markets for primary factors, namely labor and capital, as well as markets of main 
inputs and outputs. It is important to gain a better understanding of the functioning and 
imperfections of the land market and their impacts on land use, production, incomes, and 
other variables impacting on food security. Indeed, land distribution and land use patterns 
have pervasive effects on rural livelihood and constitute important determinants of all socio-
economic relationships in rural areas. Accordingly, some of the key questions to be 
answered include: What are the past and foreseeable trends in land allocation? What are the 
prevailing trends in the distribution of land ownership and tenure systems regulating access 
to land for agricultural uses? How is food availability and agricultural diversification related to 
land use pattern and use rights? How do policies impact on the land market and thereby the 
use of land? How is land ownership distributed and agrarian contracts differentiated at local 
levels and how they contribute to determine the geographical differentiation of the rural 
economy? What are their impact on availability, access and utilization of food? Are land use 
patterns responsive to the changing market conditions, i.e., adjusting in line with potential 
comparative advantages? How are public policies currently influencing demand for land and 
land use? How can public policies stimulate the responsiveness of land use patterns and 
agricultural production to market trends? More broadly, the short- and long-run 
consequences of current land use patterns, functioning of land markets and effect of land 
use regulations must be analyzed as key determinant of the socio-economic equilibria in 
rural economy and long terms food security perspectives not only in its availability 
dimension. 
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The fourth research theme Accessibility of Inputs for Food Production, derived from the 
second cluster, includes problems and constraints on farmers’ access to various inputs, their 
impact on production of food and policies to mitigate them. The broad idea is to carry out in-
depth investigations of markets for inputs and primary production factors to analyze their 
structure, conduct and performance. Agricultural producers differ widely in terms of access 
to or possession of inputs. Large producers have greater ease of access to inputs. Small 
and marginal farmers seldom get formal credit. Informal rural credit is inter-linked with land, 
labor and employment market transactions which often result in exorbitant (explicit as well as 
hidden) rates of interest. Moreover, labor market characteristics are changing with rural 
industrialization. These important dynamics deserve research.  

It has repeatedly been reported that fertilizer markets are manipulated and quality seeds are 
hardly available. The Agricultural Sector Review (MoA, 2006) has found that presently the 
combined efforts of both public sector agencies and private sector enterprises are able to 
meet no more than a quarter of the total requirements of quality seeds. The Bangladesh 
Agriculture Development Corporation (BADC) still remains the major source of quality seed, 
even though it produces only 5% of the total seed sown in the country. Reportedly, input 
trading is subject to widespread collusion and even manipulation by traders. During planting 
season, fertilizer crises in terms of high prices and low product availability have been 
repeatedly observed. Artificial scarcity is often observed for diesel. Another vital input, seed, 
has been subject to acute scarcity. Quality non-crop seeds, such as day old chicks, fish 
fingerlings, and potato are not always available. Feed, medicine, insecticides and pesticides 
are often sold at quite high prices. Reportedly, adulteration or supply of inferior quality inputs 
is considered a common phenomenon. These facts have often been explained in terms of 
collusion and market manipulation by traders. Research on input markets can help provide 
meaningful insights and recommendations for policy that can improve the performance of the 
markets and ensure delivery of the needed inputs at the right time at fair prices. Are the 
frequently heard statements regarding collusion and market manipulation supported by 
scientific evidences? Is the structure of these markets conducive to the formation of cartels 
and the emergence of other forms of market power? How are current policies impacting on 
the competitiveness of these markets and how can they promote competitiveness? What are 
the factors determining the delivery and quality of the various inputs and how can public 
policies improve market performance? What are the price trends and fluctuation 
characterizing the inputs’ markets? What are the factors constraining quantity and quality of 
inputs supply? How can public policies best contribute to relaxing these constraints? What is 
the welfare loss due to scarcity and inadequate quality of inputs supply? What is the 
distribution of value added along the commodity chains for main inputs? 

An important issue concerns access to yield-increasing (or cost reducing) technologies 
including biotechnologies. Lack of access to these inputs constitutes a clear disadvantage 
for farmers without access to such technologies (small farmers or producers of orphan 
crops) vis-à-vis farmers with access (whether domestic or foreign producers). Small and 
marginal farmers can suffer most. Indeed, while they might not have adequate purchasing 
power to access the new, mainly privately generated, technologies, private research has no 
incentive to develop technologies suitable for small farmers and marginal environments. This 
calls for an increasing role of public research network in the production and adaptation of 
biotech research to the local conditions and small farmers. A main research question in this 
regard is what can be the roles of public and private sectors in favoring access of small 
farmers to biotechnology? How can public policies intervene through public investments and 
incentives in preventing the exclusion of small and marginal farmers from the promises of 
biotech?  

The fifth research theme, Value Chain Analysis in Output Market, is in various ways related 
to the previous one. Indeed, it focuses on the output market particularly in terms of how 
producers are affected by market imperfections. Middlemen are often held responsible for 
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the very low prices poor farmers receive when selling and the much higher prices they as 
consumers. But the evidence on the matter is scarce and often anecdotal. Research devoted 
to identifying the different stages and actors in the product value chain (from producer to the 
final consumer) and to examining the problems that arise at each stage can help uncover 
both market rigging and inefficiencies. Mechanisms appropriate to removing these 
inefficiencies should also be investigated. Reportedly, agricultural producers in Bangladesh 
receive low returns for their produce on account of paying tolls and forced subscriptions at all 
levels of the value chain. Systematic analysis of the main market chains can provide a better 
understanding of the mechanism determining the producers' share of the market price and 
can help shaping government intervention in terms of public investments, market regulations 
and interventions that can better promote the efficiency of the market and a more equitable 
distribution of the value added.  

A related and more forward looking issue is the actual and potential impact of the on-going 
modernization and concentration of the food distribution chains on price formation, value 
added distribution and contractual relationship among the various agents along the chain 
linking farmers to consumers. The modernization involves a substantial reorganization of the 
actors and market relationships. For instance, urban super markets (or their contracted 
specialized wholesalers) can reduce transactions costs by procuring food products, 
especially fresh ones, directly from large farmers on contract basis bypassing local markets 
and traders. This can have positive effects in terms of price received by large farmers, but 
might also lead to the exclusion of small farmers. Indeed, small farmers are likely to be 
excluded from the new marketing channels if in absence of standardization of the quality of 
their produce and aggregation of their supply.  

It is therefore important to study the current and projected marketing chain, examine 
marketing margins and price spread so that producers' share of the consumers' price can be 
ascertained for the relevant products. The results can be used for possible intervention 
measures. Relevant research questions in this regard include: How does the emergence of 
super markets affect the food distribution chain, prices received by producer and their 
production? Under what conditions can small farmers be integrated in the emerging 
distribution chain? Through which institutional mechanisms can small producers be 
organized to take active part in and benefit from modernization of the distribution system? 
Related questions are: What is the organization of marketing channels for different 
products? How is value-added distributed among the agent in the various chains? Are the 
value-added consistent across different chains/channels/structures? How short and long 
they are and how do they affect the margins and their distribution among agents? How does 
the changing structure of the distribution affect foreign investments in food production, 
domestic distribution and trade?  

The sixth research theme, Effectiveness of Extension Services in Promoting Technology 
Adoption under the third cluster, focuses on the role of extension services in promoting 
farmers’ adoption of technologies and consequently on food production. While many 
research institutes have developed a number of promising High Yielding Varieties (HYVs) of 
food crops, their adoption rates have not been very encouraging. Low yields of Rabi crops in 
the saline regions of Bangladesh remain a long standing problem. Although a number of 
varieties have been developed, their adoption in these regions has been poor. Other 
important examples of technical advance include novel techniques for saving on irrigation 
water developed by International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) -saving more than half the 
water compared to standard practice- and of fertilizer applications. Nevertheless, research 
indicates only partial application of recommended fertilizers, improper dosage and mix, and 
inappropriate and inefficient use of irrigation methods. Apart from constraints on inputs 
access, these improper farming and technical practices are the main factors behind 
widespread yield gaps relative to technical potential. Further examples include opportunities 
for accommodating more crops in the same field through mixed cropping or relay cropping 
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systems. Inadequate extension efforts are clearly implicated in most of these outcomes. 
Research could usefully focus on: how effective investments in extension have been? What 
are the returns to extension services? What are the main constraints for effective extension 
services in Bangladesh? Who uses extension services? Is there any need for crop/non-crop 
specialized extension service? Regarding effectiveness of extension services the pertinent 
research issues are: What is the level of adoption for different crop/non-crop technologies 
and practices? What factors constrain technology adoption? Is the existing extension system 
accessible by the more disadvantaged farmers? Are the extension services considering 
marketing and economic issues in addition to technological issue? How should the extension 
services modernize to enhance farmers’ capacity to participate in an increasingly open 
economy? To what extend extension services have been supplanted by private sector 
activities?  

The seventh research theme, Technical Efficiency and Assessment of Post-harvest and 
Other Losses, addresses farm-level production and technical efficiency, measurement of 
yield losses from inefficiencies, assessment of post harvest losses and reduction of 
availability for food usage due to other usages such as use of rice powder in textile industry, 
screening before cooking etc. Farmers actually produce much less than what is achieved in 
the research stations. This is partly due to poor technology adoption and partly due to their 
technical inefficiency in production. Efficiency measurement can help identify the extent of 
prevalent technical inefficiency as well as adoption failures and serve to reduce yield gaps 
by significantly improving technical efficiency at farm level. Research station's rice yield was 
found about three times higher than farmers' field yield (BARC, 1999). On the other hand 
highest rice yield in farmers' field was about one and a half time higher than the average 
yield (Dey et.al., 1996)  

Net availability of foodgrain for consumption is considerably less than gross production. The 
difference arises from losses due to rats and other pests, retention of seed, carrying, 
winnowing and on farm storage, use of grains in other sectors like poultry, fisheries; textile 
sectors, wastage in transport, storage and consumption processing. The food budget for 
Bangladesh assumes 10% loss but without a scientific basis. Accurate estimate will help in 
better planning and monitoring for food security. Pertinent research issues would be: What 
factors constrain technical efficiency in production? How does technical efficiency vary 
across farmers, regions, crops and non crops? What is the potential production loss due to 
inefficiency? What are the post harvest losses and, more broadly, the non-food usages to be 
considered for food availability assessment? How could the post harvest loss be minimized? 
How could private stock be measured to ascertain total availability of food? All these deserve 
in-depth research investigation.  

The eighth research theme is a cross cutting cluster under the infrastructure dimension and 
is titled Power, Transport, Communication, Irrigation and Storage. Its importance arises from 
the fact that food availability grows as rural infrastructure improves. The inadequate supply 
of transport facilities, poor and almost non-existent storage, deficient physical market 
infrastructure, inadequate irrigation coverage, poor market information, non-availability of 
energy required for irrigation etc. constrain production and market supply. The Agriculture 
Sector review (MoA, 2006) has noted that these various deficiencies of infrastructure restrict 
the price received by farmers. Ahmed and Hossain (1990) showed that infrastructural 
development in Bangladesh enhanced average household income by about 33 percent and 
wage income by 92 percent. Yet, evidence on the magnitude of the impact on availability to 
consumers and on prices received by producers remains weak indeed. Fan et al. (2002) 
showed that government’s production enhancing investments such as agricultural research 
and development (R&D), irrigation, rural education, and infrastructure like roads, electricity, 
and telecommunications contributed not only to the agricultural production growth, but also 
to reduction of rural poverty and regional inequality. Whether effects of these public 
investments in Bangladesh are production-enhancing, poverty-reducing, food security 
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enhancing and regional inequality-reducing have seldom been properly investigated. Hence, 
research is very much needed to provide empirical evidence in these crucial issues.  

The final research theme entitled Long Term Environmental Degradation and Food Security 
constitutes an aspect of a major cross cutting dimension (environment) with considerable 
relevance to food production and availability. Mono-cropping without respite together with 
excessive or unbalanced use of fertilizer results in decreased soil health and fertility. The 
cumulative effects of pesticide usage can also be damaging. Similarly, the impact of salinity 
resulting from shrimp culture in the south on reduced rice acreage and productivity needs 
further investigation. Arsenic contamination in ground water that is used for irrigation causes 
the food produced to be unsafe and unfit for consumption and eventually results in lower 
yields. The unplanned installation of shallow/deep tubewell results in lowering of ground 
water levels thus lowering water availability and increasing costs of extraction. The impact of 
global warming on land availability can also be an issue of particular concern for 
Bangladesh. Research on how environmental degradation progressively affects future food 
availability can be expected to give important inputs to policy makers.  The role of organic 
agriculture in ensuring sustainable rates of production also needs to be studied with 
reference to Good Agricultural Practices and Genetically Modified Product and other farm 
level practices. Research on the appropriate policy instruments (incentives, regulation and 
command and control) to address different environmental problems is also relevant. Other 
issues include appropriate water pricing schemes to address competition among sectors for 
water (electricity, irrigation); What is the potential for organic agriculture in Bangladesh? The 
research themes prioritized above under the key research clusters are not independent of 
each other. This is so not only among themes falling within the food security dimension of 
production and availability but also insofar as these themes are related to some of the 
research themes identified under other dimensions. Research themes that capture some of 
these inter-linkages across dimensions are spelt out below.  

Research priorities pertaining to production and availability are strongly linked with Food 
Prices, Purchasing Power, Pricing Policies and Food Markets. This is especially true in the 
case of non-rice food prices and markets critical to a more diversified diet. Producing a 
varied mix of agricultural products besides rice in order to make available a more balanced 
and nutritious diet largely depends on how markets function. Market functioning will affect 
the margins between producer and consumer prices.  

Although Bangladesh is close to self sufficiency in rice, a considerable number of the poor 
and ultra poor do not have enough food to consume. Moreover, for many of them food 
consumption is largely limited to cereals. Their exclusion from access to an affordable range 
of nutritious foods is another key feature of current realities causing a number of problems 
including large scale malnutrition of which micronutrient deficiencies are an important 
manifestation. Lack of access to and inequality in the distribution of income and income-
generating assets is key. Enhanced production of foodgrain and other high-value crops and 
non-crop commodities can, in some measure, benefit the poor and ultra poor. Indeed, as the 
majority of the ultra poor are rural, agricultural production growth can be beneficial in terms 
of access to food. In particular, direct involvement in food production can facilitate self-
consumption for those having at least a modicum of land and, through enhanced 
employment and income opportunities, also gain the landless greater access to food. In 
sum, raising agricultural production, particularly food, can benefit not just the nation at large 
but also potentially the poor and ultra poor as well. To realize this potential it is important to 
link research relevant to production and availability to research on Ultra-Poverty, Poverty, 
Inequality and Exclusion. 
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5. Priority Research Themes for Physical and Social Access 
 
A large fraction of Bangladesh’s population suffers from chronic food insecurity which is 
fundamentally related to poverty. However, there are groups in the society which suffer from 
chronic hunger or are vulnerable to it due to their social characteristics (women, children, the 
elderly) or location characteristics (people living in marginal or disaster-prone areas or in 
urban slums). This insecurity occurs in spite of the existence of a number of safety net 
programs. Transitory food insecurity arising from seasonality, natural disasters and other 
shocks adds to the scale of the problem of chronic hunger. In the northwestern regions, 
seasonal food shortages and employment scarcity manifest in a phenomenon known as 
mongai. Other regions e.g., flood prone areas of Sylhet, periodically suffer from food crises. 
While much is known about existing safety net programs, more needs to be known if 
transitory and chronic food insecurity is to be prevented among vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups. 
 
In spite of the Government’s commitment to protect the vulnerable from food insecurity, 
evidence indicates targeting inadequacies and leakages away from intended beneficiaries. 
This raises questions about implementation processes which need to be investigated. Food 
stocks – in particular the Government’s grain stocking policy- and storage facilities deserve 
some attention too, given that they can help account for some of the implementation 
problems. Though seasonal food insecurity such as monga is predictable, its persistence 
through decades of intervention clearly calls for more research to elucidate its causes, 
identify intervention failures and propose possible solutions. Going by existing knowledge of 
the obstacles impeding the reach of safety nets across vulnerable groups, regions and 
seasons, the theme of governance will need to be looked into: indeed, issues of 
transparency in targeting and delivery have been raised (see Gill et al., 2003 for example). 
 
In the light of the literature review and following consultations with experts in fields relating to 
food security, the following research areas or clusters emerged as priorities requiring 
attention in filling present knowledge gaps: 
 

1. Access Via Government Safety Nets and Other Food Security Interventions 
2. Storage and Stocking Policies  
3. Shocks, Seasonality and Stability of Access. 
 
These choices are based on a number of considerations. To start with, more than half the 
research topics proposed by our survey respondents relate to safety nets. This tallies with 
the review of the recent literature on social access revealing a pronounced concentration on 
this subject. Thus, it seems clear that the issue of safety nets, though widely researched in 
the past, still commands considerable attention particularly in regard to their effective and 
efficient implementation. This focus on safety nets is especially important in the backdrop of 
a recent steady decline in international food aid (Murgai and Zaidi, 2005) which translates 
into a heavier burden on the National Budget.  
 
The second research cluster – Storage and Stocking Policies - chosen as a priority under 
social and physical access is closely associated with the first. The bulk of food storage in 
Bangladesh is done by the private sector.  However, public stocks are also kept in part for 
food assistance programs. Both the storage infrastructure employed and the levels of stock 
held for distribution in times of normal and acute food insecurity, the location of storage 
facilities, the logistical infrastructure, the types of food items to be stocked and the size of the 
stock have a bearing on the success and efficiency of safety nets. This choice conforms with 
the outcomes of consultations undertaken for this study, in particular with the ranking carried 
out during the November, 2006 Workshop, in which issues related to storage and public 
stocks were ranked first among the clusters of the ‘social and physical access’. Though this 
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cluster was not much represented in the recent bibliography, the discrepancy may be 
interpreted as reflecting a real gap in knowledge about policy implementation. This gap 
seems to prevent appropriate policies from being implemented and must be remediedii.  
 
The importance of the third selected cluster - Shocks, Seasonality and Stability of Access- is 
validated by the bibliographic research, which because of its contemporary nature, can be 
understood as reflecting priorities identified by other researchers on food security. The 
cyclical nature of some food crises in the country and the acuteness with which they affect 
people raises the question as to why existing safety nets are unable to prevent recurrence of 
the problem. Sub-Strategy 2.1 of the National Food Policy deals specifically with Transitory 
Shock Management. Clearly, more research needs to be undertaken to try and guide policy 
on an issue which is obviously still not well understood and needs to be remedied. It should 
be noted that two of the actions proposed to deal with transitory shock management - 
‘Emergency distribution from public stock’ and ‘Measures for increased supply through 
private trade and stock’ - relate to storage, further substantiating the need to know more 
about this issue. 
 
Based on this identification of Key Clusters and drawing on the bibliographic search, a 
number of Research Themes have been identified as priority needs to be met to facilitate 
greater effectiveness in the implementation of the National Food Policy.  
 
The first theme identified proposes to look at Targeting Methodologies for Food Security 
Safety Net Programs. A variety of food distribution and income support measures are in 
place under the rubric safety net programs. A key question is whether beneficiaries are 
suitably selected. This is important given the scale of programs in Bangladesh, and more so, 
given the gradual decline of foreign help which means the State has to operate under stricter 
budget constraints (CPD, 2003). Different government and non-government organizations 
are involved in the different channels of distribution, and each organization uses its own 
criteria for selecting the beneficiaries. These range from objective criteria such as income, 
assets, age and sex of the beneficiaries, to more subjective ones such as wealth rankings 
with the communities involved through participatory methods. But evidence of leakage to the 
non-poor exists (see for example Akhter et al, 2004 and Babu, 2003iii), questioning the 
efficiency of the targeting criteria at identifying those most in need and their actual 
application. Research is needed to identify targeting criteria for food security safety net 
programs that will successfully identify those in urgent need of help, are relatively easy to 
implement, and have built-in checks on mis-applications. Is there scope for cooperation 
between development institutions providing food safety nets to ensure their targeting criteria 
and the implementation of these criteria do not leave any of the most vulnerable out? Given 
the existence of vulnerability pockets in the country, is geographical targeting a viable option 
for food safety nets? How can the Government further exploit the extensive network of 
NGOs that populate the entire country to help it better focus its programs to the most 
vulnerable? To what extent have conditional transfer programs – so far, only ever applied to 
education in Bangladesh- been proven to be more efficient than unconditional ones in terms 
of reaching the beneficiaries? Does such an approach solve some of the problems 
associated with targeting in unconditional transfers?  
 
The second theme identified as deserving attention by researchers is directly linked to the 
first one. The efficiency of safety nets is not only dependent on the relevance and correct 
application of targeting criteria but also on a well functioning implementation of the safety 
net. Involving Communities and Local Power Structures in Safety Net Provision is an idea 
that is gaining popularity among the development community as a potential answer to the 
flaws of the existing structures. One justification is that local people have better knowledge 
of potential beneficiaries which is particularly useful in remote areas. Local participation also 
means help from local power structures, preferably local government bodies. Their 
closeness to program beneficiaries may help improve monitoring. Bangladesh is not new to 
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experimental delivery mechanisms but there is a need to ‘monitor, fine-tune, re-design’ them 
(Murgai and Zaidi, 2005).  
 
Local participation may not be a panacea to existing delivery inefficiencies: it may be more 
prone to subjective biases in beneficiary selection and irregularities in the delivery of benefits 
may also arise. For example, additional potential for corruption and the extent to which of 
local communities are willing to help the poor are issues that have been raised in the context 
of community based targeting (Conning and Kevane, 2000). Nevertheless, a well functioning 
local government body would be accountable to the people and so may be expected to 
serve as a useful role in the design and effective implementation of safety nets. For 
example, the relatively low (by international standards) estimated leakage of the Vulnerable 
Group Development (VGD) program is partly attributed to ‘women’s empowerment at the 
union level to hold program managers accountable’ (Akhter et al, 2004). In fact, one of the 
priorities advocated by the Bangladesh PRSP (GED, 2005) under its Promoting Good 
Governance Supporting Strategies proposes precisely this: to stimulate communities – 
among others- to engage in development planning and budget management in a range of 
service provision sectors. But what are the constraints associated with involving local power 
structures and government bodies in the design and implementation of food security safety 
net? Of special interest would be to pinpoint successful instances of programs using such 
participatory approaches and investigation of the feasibility of scaling them up.  
 
The third theme proposed also falls under the cluster of Safety Nets and Other Food 
Security Interventions. Looking at Best Practices in Food Distribution Programs would 
enable a review of successful systems in place in the design and provision of safety nets. 
Bangladesh has paved the way worldwide with the creation of innovative development 
programs such as the Food for Schooling programiv, the first ever of its kind. Identifying 
other programs that have yielded positive results, carrying out comparative studies of 
different models, even outside Bangladesh, and looking at the feasibility of models that have 
proved their worth could be very useful to help improve safety nets. The wider effects of food 
distribution programs should be taken into consideration with questions as below being 
answered. What consequences do these programs have, not just on food security, but for 
example on the economy? Can school feeding programs –which have gained popularity in 
Bangladesh- for example, be expected to change the nature of human capital to the point of 
changing the structure of the local economy (by stimulating non agricultural activities for 
example or stimulating migration)? Do food distribution programs distort local food markets 
and in what way?  
 
We next turn to themes that fall under the Storage and Stocking Policies cluster. Thus, the 
fourth proposed theme is Storage Facilities: Options for Remote Areas and Poor 
Communities. Storage of food grain for the purpose of safety nets and emergency 
distribution in particular has received much attention. An important consideration for public 
storage facilities is locating them near the points of procurement and distribution. Yet 
anecdotal evidence suggests that the location of storage facilities may not always respond to 
this need but to political pressure and other vested interests instead. Thus, mapping existing 
storage facilities with additional information on their adequacy -particularly in remote areas- 
would throw light on such failures of policy and governance and contribute to establishing 
better, needs-based systems. The financial and economic cost of storage is another issue 
that needs to be explored when considering the cost of safety nets. The primary purpose of 
storage (for direct distribution or to stabilize local prices for example) and the source of 
supply may have different implications on whom the winners and losers will be in stocking 
and de-stocking operations. This in turn will have an influence on the location of go downs. 
The existence or lack thereof, of other types of infrastructure, link roads for example, will 
also be a factor in explaining why some regions are better served than others. Other areas 
for research include private storage options and storage facility cooperatives operated by 
communities, both of which constitute important options in addressing the storage shortage. 
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Carefully designed research studies need to be undertaken to identify the constraints 
associated with storage, determine its costs and suggest measures to improve the match 
between storage needs and storage facilities across the country.  
 
 
The fifth theme, also an aspect of storage, concerns Quality Degradation of Food 
Commodities in Storage: Economic Causes and Solutions. The condition and duration of 
storage greatly affect the quality of foodgrains. Thus, post-harvest losses due to deficient 
storage are very high in Bangladesh. These losses occur because of insect and fungal 
attacks which can be avoided with proper treatment of the grain before and during storage. 
Some improper handling of grain may be dealt with by providing information to farmers but 
lack of knowledge is not the sole issue. Bangladesh lacks equipment which could improve 
storage conditions. Big capacity dryers are virtually non existent for instance. The 
Government has made efforts to improve the situation and thus undertook the construction 
of modern storage depots throughout the country in 2001 (Chowdhury et al., 2006). The 
duration of storage and associated degradation costs is an important matter especially for 
the large stocks kept by the State for distribution purposes (Dorosh and Farid, 2003). This is 
directly linked to the question of optimal quantities stocked by the government to be able to 
respond to the needs without problems of spoilage due to lengthy storage. Storage issues 
arise also in respect of non-grain foods. Post- harvest losses for fruits and vegetables are 
estimated at a staggering 40 percent (Mazed, 2003) and this partly due to inappropriate 
storage. Cold storage is also extremely limited.  
 
In light of these observations and given our particular focus on the storage of public stocks of 
food for distribution for the vulnerable, a number of research questions arise. What are the 
underlying economic causes behind the lack of proper storage of food? What incentives 
would work to change this situation? Are there differentials in the relative efficiency of private 
versus public storage? What explains these differentials? Does the private sector play a role 
in the storage of public stocks? If not, is there scope for establishing such as system or 
intensifying it? 
 
The nature of the food being stored –food for public distribution- explains why this issue has 
been selected under the physical and social access dimension. Yet, it also falls under the 
realm of the availability of food dimension. This implies that responding to some of the 
questions raised above could well mean venturing into domains pertaining to the availability 
dimension. 
 
The sixth theme proposed for research under the cluster dealing with Shocks, Seasonality 
and Stability of Access is Relief and Food Delivery Processes in Vulnerable Regions and 
Seasons. Vulnerable areas include those handicapped by location (e.g., char lands and 
flood prone and river-erosion prone areas such as Sylhet and Chandpur respectively) and 
those that get hit seasonally, mostly before the principal and subsidiary harvest seasons. 
The most notorious instance is monga in the north-western region of Bangladesh. Whether 
seasonal food distribution fails to match the hungry seasons (Gill et al., 2003) needs to be 
examined and related constraints identified to enable proper design and implementation of 
regionally and seasonally targeted safety nets. Regional targeting needs to be based on 
proper mapping of the areas inhabited by the poor and vulnerable. Some mapping exercises 
have been done (BBS and WFP, 2004; Kam, 2003; Kam et al., 2006): follow up with well-
adapted, prioritized based on predefined criteria and efficient policies to cater to the more 
affected areas or people is needed. Is there scope for innovative approaches such as the 
combination of safety nets with support to productive activities? How can these be adapted 
to local conditions?  
 
By virtue of its extent, intensity and recurrent nature, the seventh theme proposed is Social 
Access to Food in Monga-Affected Areas. It will be a self-contained second theme under the 
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third cluster. Despite much attention being given to it by both government and development 
institutions, it continues to take a severe annual toll on the northwest. Monga raises a host of 
questions which need investigation if a durable solution is to be found. This crisis has 
persisted even in the face of significant progress in national food security since the mid-
eighties. However, the proposed Research Theme is intended to focus on the special issues, 
problems and possibilities of social access to food in the Monga-affected region. Other 
aspects of the Monga phenomenon are covered to some extent under other dimensions 
including one of the cross-cutting dimensions which we return to below. Research may focus 
on one aspect of the causes i.e., why are safety nets failing to prevent hunger every year? Is 
it due to the malfunctioning of the programs, inadequate supply of emergency stocks or 
other factors? The relief and food delivery processes that are carried out need to be 
scrutinized to be able to answer these questions. Beyond the question of failures of existing 
programs, research needs to concentrate on finding out what is likely to work in monga 
areas. This may require innovative thinking to adapt to a different set of variables.  
 
The eighth theme identified as deserving attention by researchers is a cross cutting one: 
Disadvantaged Regions, the Disabled, the Elderly, Children and Ethnic Minorities. To focus 
on social and physical access to food is precisely to ensure that the more vulnerable –
whether because of their remoteness, their gender, their age or their ethnicity- are able to 
access food. There is a risk of bias, already mentioned, in the distribution of safety nets: 
more remote areas may be neglected, especially in times of disasters and other shocks. This 
is all the more worrisome given that poor areas tend to be the most remote. This applies 
especially to the Monga region. But this also applies to disabled individuals whose needs 
may require additional effort and who are apt to remain uncared for in times of large scale 
need. These failures of the safety net system need to be investigated. The theme we 
proposed on storage facilities also has a strong component from this cross cutting theme in 
that it is proposed to be focused precisely on remote areas and poor communities. Indeed, 
understanding the factors that make groups more vulnerable to food insecurity is essential 
and this involves a wide array of issues: is it because of inadequate storage and other 
infrastructure needed for accessing food at all times and in particular in times of emergency? 
Is it because of reasons to do with the shortcomings of safety nets?  
 
The final theme selected is also a cross-cutting one: Power, Transport, Communication, 
Irrigation and Storage. Physical and social access to food is largely governed by 
infrastructural facilities such as electricity, transport and communication systems, and 
storage facilities. Well-developed transport and communications are prerequisites for 
efficient delivery of food to remote areas. Regions where road networks get disrupted due to 
flood and other natural calamities require research into preventative measures as well as 
alternative routes (such as waterways). Storage facilities of course are indispensable for 
food availability at the right place at the right time. An inventory of storage facilities and their 
quality needs to be carried out: this may help us understand and explain certain issues. 
Could it be, for example, that storage and other infrastructure is lacking in monga areas and 
this lack is a main cause of monga? The review of existing forms of storage should also 
cover indigenous solutions. Is there scope for scaling these up, perhaps as a (temporary) 
solution to storage shortages. Power supply facilities during storage and transportation are 
closely linked to storage, as the safeguard of food quality is dependent on the maintenance 
of proper temperature during storage. This is particularly true for storage of delicate food 
items like milk, fruits and vegetables. Studies need to be undertaken to examine the 
pertinence of this cross cutting issue. What are its implications for the smooth functioning of 
various food security safety net programs? How does it affect the response to shocks and 
seasonal food insecurity? 
 
To end this note, we focus on interactions or interlinkages with other dimensions of food 
security. Indeed, the themes identified within the social access dimension closely interact 
with those in other dimensions. One such interacting theme is Ultra-Poverty, Inequality and 
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Exclusion in the economic access dimension. The whole phenomenon of targeted 
distribution through the safety net program addresses the poor and ultra-poor. There is 
evidence that the ultra-poor are often excluded from many of the income generating 
opportunities as well as from development programs and NGO based initiatives (Rahman 
and Razzaque 2000; Matin and Hulme 2003). Because of their poor resource endowment 
and bargaining power, they have no other option than to access common property resources 
such as khas land, forest areas and large water bodies. Does their exclusion from food-
based and other safety net programs run by the government and non-government bodies 
follow any particular pattern? Are such exclusions caused either by deliberate choice or due 
to inherent flaws in the targeting methods? Research needs to be done to reveal information 
on method of identification of the targeted groups, incidence of exclusion of poor from the 
programs, the related constraints and the remedial measures for improving performance of 
the food distribution and other safety net programs.    
 
The second interlinking theme is that of Issues in Measurement of Food Security, 
Vulnerability and Poverty which pertains to the dimension of utilization of food and nutrition. 
In this note, issues surrounding targeting of safety nets were mentioned on a number of 
occasions. Indeed, the choice of targeting criteria is critical in ensuring that the appropriate 
people are selected as beneficiaries of a safety net program. While no measure (or 
combination of measures) of food security or poverty can constitute a perfect targeting 
criterion that will ensure full coverage of the food insecure and total exclusion of the food 
secure, exploring new methodologies that may help in doing should remain a priority for 
researchers. The measurement of vulnerability should also remain a focus as this is 
essential to identify those at risk of becoming food insecure and may help in taking 
preventative measures rather than remedial ones.  
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6. Priority Research Themes for Economic Access 
 
Bangladesh has made substantial progress in terms of ensuring availability of food. 
However, many poor households are still food insecure because they cannot afford a 
minimum basket of food itemsv. While overall poverty incidencevi decreased markedly from 
34.3% in 2000 to 25.1% in 2005, about 19.5% of the population (27 million) continues to 
survive on 1805 kilo calorie per capita per day or less (BBS, 2006)vii. Subsequently, the 
economic access dimension of food security has become prominent in policy frameworks, 
with ‘Increasing purchasing power and access to food of the people’ emerging as a core 
objective of National Food Policy (NFP) 2006.  
 
The promotion of income–generating activities for the poor ranks high on the current policy 
agenda for improving economic access to food. However, among the poor, the ultra-poor are 
believed to be in need of greater attention from both policy-makers and researchers for two 
reasons. First, the ultra-poor, and among them, highly disadvantaged groups such as 
female-headed households, destitute women, the ill, the disabled, char-land people, people 
living in remote areas, tend to be largely excluded from new income-generating opportunities 
in non-farm sectors. Second, they are by-passed by government safety net programs and 
under-represented in NGO-based micro-credit initiatives. 
 
However, raising incomes is only one side of the challenge of improving the purchasing 
power of the poor and the ultra-poor. Ensuring affordable and stable food prices and making 
food markets work for the poor is an equally important policy challenge. Here again, the 
effectiveness of government price stabilization and consumer price support policies remains 
a source of controversy. There are also concerns that price distortions arising from various 
non-government influences in food markets have adverse impacts on the poor, whether net 
sellers or net buyers of food. 
 
We now turn to what the above considerations imply for research priorities. Whilst, in the 
survey of government and non-government experts conducted for the purpose of this 
assessment of research needs, economic access issues were under-representedviii, they 
were remarkably skewed toward three closely interconnected thematic clustersix, namely: 
 
1. Ultra-Poverty, Poverty, Inequality and Exclusion 
2. Incomes, Access to Assets, Employment and Factor Markets 
3. Food prices, Purchasing Power, Pricing Policies and Food Markets 
 
Not surprisingly, the issues of instability, seasonality, vulnerability and resilience were found 
to crosscut several research topic proposals related to poverty and ultra-poverty, income and 
prices. Similarly, concerns over ultra-poverty were closely related to employment and asset 
accessibility issues. The importance of the above three Clusters was further validated by a 
scoring exercise carried out during the consultative workshop in November 2006. Generally, 
issues covered under those Key Clusters appear to find a strong rationale in the current 
policy and socio-economic context of Bangladesh, as well as in light of the recent literature 
on food-security in Bangladesh.  
 
Indeed, whilst many policy actions now concentrate on poverty, there is a sense that, 
increasing inequality at large, but also inequality among the poor, deserves further attention 
in policy frameworks. Indeed, income inequality (as measured by the Gini coefficient) rose 
from 0.451 in 2000 to 0.467 in 2005, reflecting a significant increase in rural income 
inequality from 0.393 to 0.428. Over the same period, the already low income share of the 
5% poorest households at national level decreased from 0.93 % to 0.77 % (BBS, 2006). The 
lack of /limited access to productive assets (land, education, finance, social capital) also acts 
as a major factor of vulnerability and impoverishment, as labor is virtually the only asset the 
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ultra-poor can rely upon to cope with lean seasons, illness, flooding and other natural 
disasters. Generally, the recent literature is much more extensive on poverty, vulnerability 
and food insecurity than on the issues of ultra-poverty and inequality. Non-income 
dimensions as well as the dynamics of poverty and inequality are not fully addressed, whilst 
rural poverty and urban poverty remain largely discussed separately. Furthermore, much of 
the literature turns out to be highly skewed towards micro-credit and targeted poverty 
reduction/food security programs, with a focus on leakage, and to a lesser extent, on 
targeting methodologies. Still, it emerges from the current debate that more needs to be 
done in unveiling the very reasons for the limited coverage of the ultra-poor in both pro-poor 
growth strategies as well as targeted poverty reduction initiativesx.  
 
In Bangladesh, the poor continue to derive their income primarily from low skill and low 
return self- employment or casual wage labor in farm and, to a lower extent, in non-farm 
activities. HIES data show that, in 1999-2000, 32 % of the poor (defined as the five bottom 
deciles) were self-employed and almost the same proportion (34%) engaged in casual wage 
labor in farm activities, whilst 13.9% and 13.4% were self-employed or engaged in casual 
wage labor, respectively, in the non-farm sector (see Osmani et al., 2003). Expanding 
employment and entrepreneurship opportunities for the poor requires promotion of higher 
productivity non-crop (fisheries, livestock, horticulture etc.) as well as rural non-farm 
activities, including those with strong ‘agricultural linkages’ (e.g., agro-processing). Such an 
approach is less land intensive and can contribute to raise agricultural wages. Thus, the rural 
non-farm economy has attracted much of researchers’ attention in the recent period. 
However, its potential and constraints in providing sustainable livelihood opportunities to the 
poor and especially the ultra-poor, remains uncertain and needs further investigation.  
 
When it comes to improving the purchasing power of the poor, food market prices are clearly 
paramount for both food-deficit farmers and non-food producers. However, market prices of 
food can be viewed as especially critical for ultra-poor and landless households given that, 
beyond public food safety nets, markets are virtually the only means to acquire food. Not 
surprisingly, the analysis of prices of rice and cereals accounts for a large part of the food 
security literature. Although the capacity of the economy to smooth price fluctuations due to 
shocks has improved since the early 1990s along with the increase in private food grain 
trade, price stabilization interventions are still felt necessary for both economic and political 
reasons. But available evidence suggests that neither (poor-producer focused) procurement 
price policies, nor (poor consumer focused) open-market sales operations are meeting their 
social targets, whilst little is known about non-government distortions of food market prices. 
Finally, the challenge of improving market access of the poor to non-rice and more nutritious 
food items remains largely unexplored on both policy and research fronts.  
 
These considerations suggest a range of broad themes for the research agenda on 
Economic Access to food with ultra-poverty and inequality emerging as its central planks. 
 
The first research theme will help provide a better understanding of the many constraints, 
including sources of vulnerability and exclusion, facing the ultra-poor and, among them, 
highly disadvantaged groups, in both rural and urban areas. Thus, under the first proposed 
research theme, Livelihood Patterns and Coping Strategies of the Ultra-poor, including 
Disadvantaged Groups’, research programs would contribute to answer the following 
questions: who are the ultra-poor if one uses a ‘livelihoods-perspective’, i.e. taking into 
account both income and non-income dimensions of deprivation (including vulnerability and 
lack of empowerment)? What are the key agro-ecological, social, economic and institutional, 
drivers of ultra-poverty at national, sub-national and regional levels (including upazila)? 
Along those lines, the research would seek to profile both rural and urban ultra-poverty, 
whilst highlighting their specificities as well as their connections in the context of urbanization 
and rural-urban transformation. Research programs would also investigate the dynamics of 
ultra-poverty: What are the strategies (e.g. inter-temporal shifts in consumption patterns) of 
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various groups of ultra-poor households to climb out of ultra-poverty in rural and urban areas 
as well as in different locations/agro-ecological areas? Do those strategies involve trade-offs 
between short term and long term household food security? Are they different from pathways 
out of (moderate) poverty? As ultra-poverty and risk-induced vulnerability are tightly 
connected, the research would also analyze the coping strategies and resilience potential of 
ultra-poor households in a comprehensive manner: How do the ultra-poor cope with adverse 
income shocks in different parts of Bangladesh (especially Monga-prone areas, or among 
fishing communities in coastal areas)? What are the ‘dynamic’ implications of coping 
strategies for ultra-poverty reduction and intra-household food security? Among coping 
strategies, what are the impacts of temporary or permanent migration (especially by male 
household members) on household economic access to food? The research could possibly 
contribute to inform ‘ultra-poverty and vulnerability’ mapping exercises, whilst highlighting the 
potential institutional and implementation caveats of current poverty reduction programs and 
policies, including micro-credit, in addressing the specific needs and demands of the ultra-
poor and other disadvantaged groups. The case for ‘area-based’/regional policies/programs 
may also be assessed.  
 
The second theme will help further explore the relationships between ultra-poverty and 
micro-credit. Indeed, NGO-based micro-credit programs have proved effective in targeting 
and reaching poor households (defined as households owning less than half an acre of 
land). Panel survey data indicate that in 1998/99, about 53% of total rural (land-poor) 
households participated in micro-credit programs against 26% in 1991/1992 (see Khandker, 
2006). However, the ultra-poor, especially, the ill, disabled, the elderly, migrants, remain 
underrepresented. With self-employment being potentially an important livelihood option for 
the ultra-poor, this ‘outreach gap’ has become an important matter of concern. Available 
assessments of micro-finance institutions’ (MFIs’) group-based activities in Bangladesh 
stressed the lack of physical, human, but also social capital as key access barriers to micro-
entrepreneurship and micro-credit (see Zeller et al., 2001). This has led some to argue that 
micro-finance is perhaps not a suitable option for many of the ultra-poor and that expanding 
coverage of social safety nets instead (notably as foreseen by the PRSP and taken further 
by the NFP) may represent a better avenue for ultra-poverty reduction. Against this 
background, research under the theme, Ultra-poverty and Micro-Credit: Links and Missing 
Links, would contribute to further inform the case for improving outreach to different 
segments of the ultra-poor in NGO-based initiatives, concentrating notably on the following 
range of issues: What differentiates the ultra-poor participating in micro-credit initiatives from 
those not participating? To which extent do risk factors and transaction costs affect 
participation of the ultra-poor? What are the differences between rural and urban ultra-poor 
participants? What distinguishes NGOs servicing the ultra-poor from other NGOs, notably in 
terms of geographical location, eligibility criteria, as well as complementary provision of non-
credit services? Is there room for Government-NGO partnerships in addressing the specific 
needs of the ultra-poor and scaling-up micro-credit initiatives for the ultra-poor? Research 
would therefore contribute to profile both ultra-poor recipients (viz non recipients) as well as 
providers of micro-credit As several large micro-finance institutions are currently attempting 
to deepen their poverty outreachxi, the research would draw upon the experience of those 
pilot initiatives and link with further assessments of ultra-poverty in Bangladesh. Using 
appropriate methodologies and updated dataxii, the research would also seek to evaluate the 
impacts of micro-credit initiatives on ultra-poverty reduction. In particular, it would contribute 
to address the following issues: has micro-credit helped ultra-poor recipients make 
sustainable livelihoods? Where and why? Do impacts differ between male and female 
recipients and between locations? From a policy viewpoint, research under this theme would 
contribute to assess the prospects and limitations of using micro-credit for income-
generation based ultra-poverty reduction against the policy option of expanding the poverty 
coverage of food-based and other social safety nets, as well as the scope for integrating the 
two approaches.  
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The third research theme will fill the need to assess the contributions of non-farm sectors 
(viz. farm sectors) to poverty and inequality reduction in a more disaggregated manner. 
There is evidence that returns to self-employment and casual wage employment of the poor 
are lower in the farm sector compared to the non-farm sector, suggesting that poor people 
may indeed gain from shifting to non-farm employmentxiii. However, recent studies suggest 
that workers from land-poor/landless households are more likely to engage in low return 
manual labor-based activities (rickshaw pulling, mechanics, cottage industries, transport 
etc.) than in more remunerative wage employment opportunities in rural business and trade 
enterprises (see Hossain, 2004). Also, in the non-farm sector, returns to wage employment 
appear to be higher than returns to self-employment for poor and especially ultra-poor 
segments of the population, whilst the opposite holds for the non-poor. HIES data indicate 
that return to salaried wage labor of the ultra-poor (the bottom two deciles) was Taka 56.10 
per day, per worker against only Taka 38.47 for self-employment, even lower than returns to 
casual wage labor (40.53) Returns to self-employment become comparable to wage 
employment only for the non-poor (see Osmani et al., 2003). This highlights the need for 
further research on the equity dimensions of employment and income generation patterns 
and policies in Bangladesh, and the potential trade-offs between inequality and poverty 
reduction. Using updated, spatially, activity and gender disaggregated data, research 
programs under the theme, Self-employment, Wage Employment and Income Generation, 
would contribute to answer the following questions: Are employment patterns in the non-farm 
sector primarily shaped by ‘agricultural growth linkages’ or ‘agricultural distress-led 
diversification’? What are the determinants, including pull (e.g. higher pay-offs, lower risks) 
and push factors (e.g. functional landlessness, income seasonality, weak labor market etc.), 
of poor households’ shifting or diversifying towards non-farm self-employment and wage 
employment? Are there behavioral differences between female-headed households and 
other households? What are the specific impacts of agricultural mechanization? What are 
the factors constraining access of the rural poor, especially women, to formal wage 
employment opportunities, in non-crop and non-farm sectors? What are the determinants of 
unskilled rural men and women’s wage rates? What measures are needed to raise returns to 
labor from farm and non-farm self-employment among the poor? How do returns to local 
non-farm activities compare with returns to temporary or permanent migration? What are the 
differences in access to and returns to labor from self-employment and wage employment 
activities between different locations (e.g., Monga-prone versus other areas) as well as 
between rural and urban areas? What are the reasons for those differences? From a policy 
viewpoint the research could explore the case for regionally differentiated non-farm 
employment policies.  
 
The fourth theme is to investigate issues regarding poor people’s access to and utilization of 
common property resources (CPRs), such as Khas land, forests, water bodies, ponds and 
their implications for income poverty reduction. These are much less investigated in the 
literature than other factors constraining participation of the poor and the ultra-poor in 
income-generating activities. It has been argued that benefits derived by poor people from 
CPRs (e.g. through the collection of items such as firewood, fruits, vegetables, fish) have 
substantially declined in the recent period, with adverse impacts on their nutritional status 
(see Rahman and Razzaque, 2000). For instance, small artisanal fishing communities face 
significant constraints in accessing and using near-shore areas, whilst their income and food 
security get adversely affected when, for instance, trawlers and big mechanized boats 
intrude those areas. Limited access to khas land and ponds by the landless, especially 
women, is also an important issue. Remarkably, less than 50 per cent of the 2.1 million ha of 
government controlled surplus (khas) land has been distributed and of this, less than half to 
the landless (Barkat et al. 2001; Khan, 2004)). Against this background, research under the 
theme Access to Common Property Resources and Income Generation would seek to 
address the following issues: what are the differences in access to CPRs across different 
income, social groups, across different locations, between males and females, as well as for 
different types of CPRs-based income-generating activities? What are the various socio-
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economic and political factors (including cornering by local powers and other policy gaps) 
affecting access to CPRs? How does the use of CPRs affect poor people’s income as well 
as their coping and adaptive strategies? How do incomes derived from the use of CPRs 
compare with other sources of income? What are the different CPR management practices 
and how do they impact on the welfare of the poor? The research would also address the 
potential welfare impacts of common property resource redistribution interventions enshrined 
in current policy frameworks (policies on Khas land and Jalmahal policy on fisheries rights).  
 
The three themes that follow are closely related to food price and market dimensions of 
economic access to food and were identified as priority entry-points for further research. The 
fifth research theme covers a set of issues related to Price Stabilization, Market Integration 
and Consumer Welfare. As pointed earlier, many rural and urban poor consumers are 
severely hurt by seasonal swings in food grain prices. To address this problem, the 
government of Bangladesh initiated a system of open-market sales (OMS) which finds its 
rationale in the premise of a closer relationship between public distribution and free markets. 
Together with the procurement from farmers in harvest seasons, open market sales 
contribute to mitigate seasonal food insecurity through intra-annual price stabilization. Given 
that a large proportion of the population comprises of net food buyers, the open-sales 
system is considered to be ‘pro-poor’. However, it has been argued that) the OMS scheme is 
only partially meeting its price stabilization objective, as OMS prices do not truly serve as 
ceiling prices (Dorosh and Shahabuddin, 2002). Furthermore, whilst the scheme has 
expanded in recent years, its ability to effectively control prices in the event of severe food 
crises is still a source of controversy. Conversely, liberalization of food trade has contributed 
to food security in periods of production shortages by reducing consumer price variability. 
Furthermore, there are concerns that the system does not fully and equally benefit poor 
consumers across the country. On this point, the degree of market integration is of particular 
relevance. Whilst there is evidence that rice markets are integrated (Dawson and Dey, 
2002), little is known about the situation of non-rice markets. Adopting a forward-looking 
perspective, the research would attempt to identify potential trade-offs in the open-market 
sales system from the viewpoint of poor consumer welfare. In particular, the research would 
address the following issues: Who, and especially which income groups among rural and 
urban consumers are actually benefiting from the OMS scheme? What are the costs and 
benefits of the system in light of decreasing food aid and increased integration into the world 
economy? How would the system perform in case of severe food crises? Are there cross-
commodity effects of OMS? How do changes in consumer preferences affect the cost-
effectiveness of the system? What are the current and prospective levels of market 
integration (including urban-rural integration) for rice and, especially, non-rice products, in 
different regions of Bangladesh? What are the factors (infrastructure and institution related) 
affecting food market integration prospects? What are the impacts of market integration on 
the effectiveness of the Open Market Sales system in different parts of Bangladesh, 
especially in disadvantaged areas?  
 
The sixth research theme will explore the lack of transparency in rural food market price 
formation which has become a major concern. Many influences such as hoarding, but also 
involvement of mastaans (on internal markets) and syndicates (especially on food import 
markets) are claimed to result in food prices being much higher than their free-market level 
in both rural and urban areas. However, evidence on the matter remains anecdotal and 
sparse indicating the need for serious research. Furthermore, much of the debate focuses 
on how markets affect the food producers’ share of market prices (through excessive 
marketing margins) and poor market users (who seem to bear the burden of extra market 
charges and tolls) rather than poor buyers’ welfare and access to food. Thus, under the 
theme, Non-Government Influences in Food Market Price Formation, research would 
address the following issues: through which channels and mechanisms collusion and other 
methods of market rigging operate to push down producer prices and push up consumer 
prices using survey-based evidence in various locations and for various important 
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commodities?. What is the magnitude of non-government influences on food price formation 
and related consumer welfare impacts? Research would make specific recommendations on 
the need for and specific forms of government regulation in this area. 
 
The seventh theme will help add knowledge to the key area of the determinants of non-grain 
food prices. In recent years, the price of rice has been falling. However, in a context of 
limited supply, prices of nutrient-rich food items (fish, pulses, fruits, vegetables, livestock 
products) are likely to increase as a result of income and population growth, suggesting that 
the nutritional status of the poor is likely to deteriorate further. Over the period 1975-77 
to1998-00, price ratios of pulses relative to rice actually soared from 1.55 to 2.6, whilst the 
price ratio of fish jumped from 4.2 to 8.8 (Hossain et al., 2005). Recent HIES data indicate 
that the daily per capita intake of pulses decreased from 17.9 grams in 1991-92 to 14.19 
grams in 2005 (BBS, 2006). Whilst price formation and variation have been extensively 
studied for rice and other grains, much less is known about the determinants of relative 
prices of non-grain food products and their impact on access, especially poor people’s 
access, to a more diversified diet. Thus, under the broad theme, Non-Rice Food Prices and 
Markets and Economic Access to a More Diversified Diet, research would contribute to fill 
this knowledge gap, perhaps focusing on the following issues: What are the seasonal and 
spatial dimensions of non-grain food price variability? What are the internal and external 
drivers (e.g. constraints on diversification) of relative scarcity/availability? What have been 
the major structural changes in retail sectors and food supply systems in the last recent 
period? How have those changes impacted on non-rice food consumer prices? What has 
been the impact of those changes on poor farmers? Is there a case for ‘subsidizing access’ 
to more nutritious food by poor consumers?  
 
Finally, gender and environmental issues appear critical to a number of Research Themes 
highlighted above, suggesting at least two additional entry-points for further research. 
Accordingly, these are the key cross-cutting research themes for the economic access 
dimension. 
 
The eighth research theme relates to women’s access to productive assets and 
opportunities outside the home. Women’s participation in activities outside home boundaries 
is still constrained by a range of factors, including social norms and customs. This is 
especially true for female-headed households, such as widows and divorced women who 
are not only deprived of adult male earnings but also have to care for more dependents. 
Whilst possibly allowing some flexibility in time allocation, informal home-based activities 
typically offer poor financial returns. Also, due to restricted mobility, marketing of homestead 
products, especially food products, and access to inputs represent important constraints to 
women management of family income-generation. In addition, whilst the establishment of 
Micro- and Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) is identified as one of the most 
promising avenues for economic diversification and employment generation, research on 
barriers to women’s entrepreneurship remains limited while literature on MSMEs' 
development is largely gender ‘blind’. Thus, under the broad cross-cutting research theme, 
Access to Productive Assets, Education, Health and Other Services, the proposed research 
would seek to gather more reliable quantitative and qualitative data on the profiles of women 
engaged in both informal and formal activities. It would provide a thorough assessment of 
the factors/incentives affecting/restricting women’s shifts into those activities, including male-
female relationships within households. Research may also address potential and necessary 
conditions for scaling-up homestead production activities, especially by female-headed 
households, and shifting from subsistence to commercial patterns in different parts of 
Bangladesh. The research angles suggested here can also help improve implementation 
processes of the National Food Policy 2006 and the PRSP, both of which strongly 
emphasize increasing women’s participation in agricultural and non-agricultural activities as 
a key to promoting household and intra-household food security. 
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The final research theme, Long Term Environmental Degradation and Food Security, is on 
the potential environmental impacts of various poverty food insecurity/poverty reduction 
strategies. More generally, Bangladesh at large suffers from both knowledge and 
implementation gaps in regard to poverty-food security-environment issues with the 
exception that the exhaustion of arable land area and of cropping intensity potentials is 
widely acknowledged. So the key issue here is how to increase agricultural productivity 
whilst improving the monitoring of land degradation. In this context, the promotion of the rural 
non-farm/non-crop sector can be viewed as necessary not merely to generate incomes but 
also as a means to promoting environmental conservation and a sustainable growth pattern. 
Even so, systematic research and monitoring is urgently needed in this particular area. For 
instance, the development of the shrimp industry in Southern parts of Bangladesh is found to 
have resulted in increased salinity of waters, with important implications for the livelihoods of 
farm/livestock-dependent households. Among rural non-farm sector promotion strategies, 
the development of so-called ‘linkage industries’, i.e., agro-industries, stands out as a ‘thrust 
sector’ for income and employment generation. But little is known about the potential social 
and environmental trade-offs involved.  
 
Thus, under the broad cross-cutting theme, Long Term Environmental Degradation and 
Food Security, research can contribute to assess the environmental impacts (positive and 
negative) associated with various development patterns of rural non-farm activities (including 
fisheries) in different parts of Bangladesh and the ways those impacts in turn affect the 
livelihood and food security of people. Particular consideration may be given to agro-
processing industries. The research would notably look at the distributional as well as 
gender dimensions of environmental impacts. 
 
The Research Themes identified above are not only intimately connected with each other 
but also with other dimensions of food security. There is thus scope for interactions across 
the dimensions. In particular, the scope for cross-fertilization between research on ultra-
poverty identified above and research on relief and food delivery processes in geographically 
or seasonally food insecure areas under the broad research cluster, Shocks, Seasonality 
and Stability of Access, is certainly large. Furthermore, whilst ultra-poverty and inequality 
issues can be considered as clearly de-linked from food availability issues, economic access 
to food is however partially correlated to food availability because: a) agricultural production 
is a source of both food supply and income (economic access) for low-income rural 
households; ii) food prices have impacts on supply whilst affecting poor households’ real 
income. In this regard, the Research Themes on food market price and markets considered 
above can hardly be disconnected from issues covered under the research cluster, Input and 
Output Market Structures and Policy Interventions, and more specifically research work on 
‘value chain analysis in output markets’. 
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7. Priority Research Themes for Utilization and Nutrition 
 
Assuring food safety and quality throughout the food chain from production to consumption 
poses major challenges. Failures in this area detract from the optimum utilization of food for 
nutrition with marked socio-economic, health and food security implications. Food systems in 
Bangladesh continue to be stressed and are in urgent need of re-organization in the face of 
rising population, urbanization, and water, environmental and food hygiene risks., With a 
growing number of new food varieties produced and marketed, reliable national food 
composition data are needed to determine food and nutrient standards and formulate 
national dietary guidelines to achieve balanced nutrition. Dietary diversity of the ultra poor, 
including the urban poor, the disabled, the elderly, and the ethnic minorities is an important 
policy issue, with special reference to micronutrient malnutrition. On the other hand, rising 
affluence in a section of the population, coupled with lack of nutrition awareness, leads to a 
dietary pattern and life style posing new public health challenges. The foregoing issues help 
constitute a research agenda crucial to improving nutrition outcomes through appropriate 
food, nutrition and agriculture policies.  
 
Nutrition and food security have high economic and social value. It has long been 
recognized that malnutrition retards the economic growth of a country. It also perpetuates 
poverty among the poor that undermines human dignity. This happens through at least three 
routes: direct losses in productivity from poor physical status, indirect losses from poor 
cognitive functions, and losses due to increased costs for health care services. Productivity 
losses to individuals can be more than 10 percent of lifetime earnings and gross domestic 
product (GDP) lost can be as high as 2 to 3 percent (see World Bank, 2006). Improving 
nutrition is therefore an issue of economics as much as it is of social protection, welfare and 
human rights.   
 
Food security is the primary element in nutrition attainment, with health services and caring 
practices as other necessary components. The RNA cluster scoring exercise in which the 
stakeholders participated clearly identified Food Safety and Food Quality as a high priority 
research cluster (second among all the 31 clusters of all four dimensions and first within the 
Utilization dimension), followed closely together by the clusters Food Culture, Dietary 
Patterns, Food Composition, Nutrition Standards; Issues in Measurement of Food Security, 
Vulnerability and Poverty; and Malnutrition: Nature, Measurement and Causes. Therefore, 
we selected the following as our top priority clusters. 
 

1. Food Safety and Food Quality  
2. Food Culture, Dietary Patterns, Food Composition and Nutrition Standards 
3. Public Health and Educational Interventions Impinging on Nutrition  
 
Though the last of these ranked lowest among the clusters of the Nutrition dimension, we 
selected it given the importance of nutrition education in public health within the context of 
widespread lack of awareness on nutrition, appropriate diet and healthy lifestyles, and also 
for exigencies of the implementation of the National Food Policy. 
 
Ensuring food security for all is one of the major challenges that Bangladesh faces today. 
Despite impressive achievements in ensuring food availability during the last decades, food 
security at household and individual levels remains a major concern for the Government, 
because of the daunting question of economic accessibility of the poor who comprise almost 
half of the total population (BBS, 2006). Also, production and making available other crops 
and non-crop foods to present a balanced national food basket and creating an enabling 
environment for optimum utilization of the food consumed, remain major challenges.  
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The first research theme chosen is Food Contamination and Food Adulteration. Utilization of 
food means deriving the full benefits of nutrients contained in the food consumed. Food that 
is available at the household level needs to be adequate not only in quantity but also in 
quality (safe and nutritious). Contamination at any stage of the food chain beginning from 
production, through processing to marketing and eventual consumption, can cause poor 
utilization and do more harm than good. Indiscriminate use of pesticides or insecticides in 
food production and food processing leaves opportunities for their residual effects on human 
health (WHO, 1997). Safeguarding Food Safety and Quality throughout the food chain 
therefore poses particular challenges to the optimum utilization of food for nutrition with 
marked socio-economic, health and food security effects. Little information is available on 
the nature and extent of such effects. Who are affected most and what is the socio-economic 
loss incurred to the producers and consumers? What approaches does one use to limit the 
application of dangerous chemicals? What about issues related to incentives vs. regulation, 
certification? What is the proper balance? Research is needed to find the answers to these 
questions.  
 
One of the main constraints to increasing crop production is the damage caused by pests – 
insects, pathogens, nematodes, mites, rodents, birds and also weeds. According to one 
estimate (MoA, 2002), annual yield loss due to insect pests alone is 16 percent for rice, 11 
percent for wheat, 20 percent for sugarcane, 25 percent for vegetables, and 25 percent for 
pulse crops. In the past, particularly during the green revolution period, pesticides were 
considered as the ‘panacea' for the control of agricultural pests. Given that food production 
needs to be increased on a sustainable basis and that indiscriminate use of pesticides and 
insecticides has serious ecological, environmental and human health impacts, the 
Government of Bangladesh has adopted the Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Policy 
(2002). The essence of this Policy is to contribute to an effective, safe, sustainable and 
economically sound crop protection system. Research is needed to ascertain how far the 
activities under the Policy have been implemented and what health and socio-economic 
benefits have been brought about through these activities. In view of the fact that the issue 
cross cuts environment and food availability issues, it would be well worth examining the 
joint environmental and health benefits from reducing chemicals. Scientific information as 
well as research on the safety factors that can minimize or mitigate risks need to be 
researched. Attainment of food controls is needed and these require knowledge of the 
current situation and the development of a national food control strategy. Like socio-
economic considerations, they are also influenced by current or emerging food safety and 
quality issues. The instruments of enforcement, codes of practice, taxes if any, subsidies or 
regulations need to be put in place and harmonized, as appropriate, with regional and 
international requirements. Food control systems have an important economic objective of 
creating and maintaining sustainable food production and processing systems that are 
closely linked with the utilization of food and nutrition. Planning and implementing food 
control measures must give due consideration to the costs of compliance to the food industry 
as these costs are ultimately passed on the consumers. Important research questions are: 
do the benefits of regulation justify costs? What is the most efficient policy option?   
 
Contamination of food and water with pathogenic bacteria due to poor environmental 
sanitation and personal hygiene and faulty food handling can cause great damage in the 
nutrient utilization chain in the body. One consequence is the high prevalence of diarrhoea, 
about 70% of which is food and water borne (Bangladesh Country Paper, 2006). Prevalence 
of diarrhoeal diseases among children under 5 years of age is currently around 17% and 
accounts for about 6% of deaths in all age groups. Those who survive, suffer an acute shock 
of water and nutrient loss from the body, causing immense physiologic, social and economic 
costs to affected households as well as Government. Research would need to consider an 
assessment of the efficiency of policies or programs addressing or tackling the problem. 
Regulatory impact assessment can be carried out determining priorities in policies and 
programs and in revising or strengthening strategies to achieve the most beneficial effect. 
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Costs of illness covering lifetime medical costs, cumulative effects on nutritional status and 
lost productivity can be researched for determining cost/benefit of regulatory measures in 
food safety. Social costs (i.e. increase in food prices) versus social benefits and distribution 
of costs and benefits also need to be studied.  
 
Arsenic contamination of ground water in most areas of Bangladesh has now emerged as a 
major public health problem. Accordingly, 60 of the 64 districts of the country are at risk of 
arsenic contamination and the clinical manifestations of arsenicosis – melanosis and 
keratosis – are manifested in severe form in certain areas, particularly the western belt of the 
country (Ross et al., 1998). People use arsenic contaminated water from the shallow tube 
wells not only for drinking purposes, but also for irrigation. Some of this arsenic is washed 
into the water bodies, thus contaminating aquatic life. Consequently, the entire food chain, 
from crops to fish and livestock and finally to humans, is now threatened with arsenic 
contamination. Some studies have been done in this area at the University of Dhaka and the 
Atomic Energy Commission. Outstanding research questions at this point of time are: what 
has been done so far in this area? What are the socio-economic costs to the families 
afflicted with arsenicosis? What is the extent of arsenic contamination in different food 
products people consume and what are the effects on human health? Additional research 
questions include: what are the proper policies to combat the arsenic problem including 
incentives, taxes, subsidies, payments for ecosystem services, regulation as in command 
and control. Essential preventive research questions could consider examining if risk 
communications can be enable consumers to better understand the risks and their 
responsibilities towards mitigating the impact of the arsenic hazard.  
 
Food adulteration has become a public health menace in Bangladesh, especially in recent 
years. New methods of food adulteration are being practiced by the fraudulent food traders 
and food handlers. Toxic chemicals (e.g. calcium carbide) are being used in the ripening of 
fruits and poisonous colorants (e.g. those used in textile and tannery industries) to make 
fruits, vegetables and cooked food items look attractive. A recent addition to this practice is 
the preservation of fish in formalin to keep them fresh for extended periods without having to 
spend resources for ice. Very little is known as to the nature and extent of the use of such 
toxic substances and their possible effects on human health upon long-term consumption. 
Research questions thus include: What is the range of adulterants used by the food traders? 
Where and how do they get hold of these adulterants? What statistics are there (from 
hospital and household sources) on the incidence of various chronic diseases (increasing 
trend?) and to what extent could these be attributed to ingestion of adulterated foods? What 
are the economic costs to the individuals affected by these adulterants and to the society at 
large? 
 
The second research theme, also related to another area of food safety and food quality, is 
Institutionalization and Capacity Building of Street Food Systems. Street vendors cater to 
thousands of urban and peri-urban poor people, including the floating population, particularly 
with their mid-day meal. The street food vendors play a very important role in providing an 
affordable source of nutrients and in meeting the food security and nutrition needs of a 
sizable portion of the total population. Studies have pointed to the unsatisfactory conditions 
in which the vendors prepare, preserve, handle and serve the food to the consumers (Islam 
and Yusuf, 2004; Talukder, 2005). Even the water served to the customers is not stored and 
handled properly. Studies conducted on street food vendors in Dhaka city have shown that 
most vendors are poor and illiterate, with little knowledge of food and personal hygiene and 
carry on their business with a small capital. Also, little is known about the food quality in 
terms of both microbiological contamination and the raw materials and equipment used to 
prepare these foods. Research is needed to establish mechanisms to Institutionalize the 
Street Food Systems and to Promote Relevant Capacities of the Street Food Vendors. 
Enhancing quality of food services and impacts through better training and community 
ownership as well as establishing a realistic monitoring and evaluation system for street food 
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vending can be a key part of action research. Admittedly, this will call for a multi-ministerial 
approach with an orientation towards operations. There is also need to find out who 
demands the street food. How much of the household food expenditure is incurred outside 
the home and which segments of the population depend entirely on street food? As an 
important consequence of rapid urbanization, with millions having no access to a kitchen or 
other cooking facilities, and the increasing floating population, a large proportion of the poor 
people depend upon street foods for their daily subsistence. Research should focus on the 
nature and extent of the possible socio-economic and health and nutrition benefits accrued 
to both consumers and the vendors arising from the strengthening of the street food vending 
system. The budget shares by socioeconomic class depending upon street foods and the 
reasons for this dependence need to be known, which can provide some projections as to 
the emerging importance of street foods in the future.  
 
Food that is not nutritious is also not properly utilized in the body, because proper utilization 
requires a balance between macronutrient (energy, protein) and micronutrient (vitamins and 
minerals) contents of the diet. Macronutrients and micronutrients are mutually supportive 
and an inadequacy of one affects the utilization of the other (Garrow et al., 2000). Also, 
some nutrients of plant origin are of low quality, because of their low bioavailability and low 
internal utilization. The Bangladeshi diet is mostly plant-based. For the poor, plant sources 
constitute as much as 95% by mass and 97% by energy of the total food intake Yusuf and 
Halder, 2002). The resulting nutrient deficits can be made good by eating judicious 
combinations of different plant products. Absorption of micronutrients is strongly influenced 
by the combination of foods eaten in a given meal. This calls for development of food-based 
dietary guidelines based on food composition data and its effective implementation in 
promoting the use of appropriate nutrient-rich foods (Tontisirin et al., 2002).  
 
The third research theme selected under the nutrition dimension is Food Composition 
Tables with Special Reference to Indigenous Foods. Bangladesh at present uses Food 
Composition Data based on food analyses done long ago, in conjunction with ICMR (Indian 
Council of Medical Research) data Darnton-Hill et al., 1988). In the ensuing decades, major 
changes have occurred in the nature and complexity of the food chain as also in the 
environment, soil composition, cropping patterns and cropping intensity. Little is known 
about the nutrient composition of most of the new high yielding varieties of rice, wheat, 
maize, potatoes, fruits, vegetables, fish and livestock that have become part of the nation’s 
production and consumption systems. Also, the nutrient composition of the indigenous foods 
grown and consumed in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) and other tribal areas is not known. 
To prepare dietary guidelines and determine standard dietary intake, the true nutrient 
content of these foods needs to be known. Preparation of food composition tables for 
Bangladesh would therefore require research to ascertain: the extent to which the food chain 
has changed during the last decade; the nutrient content of the new varieties of a range of 
foods and drinks consumed (e.g. rice, wheat, potato, fruits, vegetables, fish, egg, fruit juice, 
soft drinks); and the nutrient content of indigenous foods consumed by the population of the 
CHT and other tribal areas. 
 
The fourth research theme is in the area of Setting Food and Nutrition Standards for 
Balanced Nutrition. Lack of correct information on food composition has prevented the 
establishment of Nutrition Standards specific to Bangladesh. If these become available, 
dietary guidelines for balanced nutrition could be set and specified by age, sex, economic 
status and special physiological conditions like pregnancy and lactation. Research is needed 
to construct population group-specific nutrition standards for all nutrients (energy, protein, 
vitamins and minerals). This can create a common ground required for arriving at nation-
wide nutrition standards. The standards can also be compared with those of the neighboring 
countries with a view to further strengthening, perhaps unifying, the knowledge base. 
Research questions can also include the setting of nutrition standards in the light of new 
emerging knowledge and newer concepts concerning human nutrient requirements. Daily 
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dietary intakes of primary and semi processed foods based on national data and the intake 
of food additives need to be known, In line with this, the Bangladesh Standards and Testing 
Institution (BSTI) established under the Ministry of Industries, is working as the Bangladesh 
focal point of the Codex Alimentarius. It formulates and oversees the standards and quality 
of all kinds of products and articles, both for local consumption and for international trade. So 
far, the BSTI has set standards for more than 2000 essential commodities, of which about 
200 are mandatory and of these over 50 are related to food and food products (BSTI, 2006).  
 
The fifth research theme will further our knowledge about Dietary Diversity of the Ultra Poor, 
Including the Urban Poor. Many policy documents speak of the need to diversify diets, but 
policy implementation –as manifested in such forms as the central thrust of the agriculture 
research system and the range of food stuffs provided under the food safety nets or public 
food distribution system, continue to focus sharply on cereals. Research is needed to focus 
on both quantitative and qualitative dimensions of diets, particularly that of the ultra poor and 
urban poor. While dietary diversity is increasingly being recognized as a key component of 
healthy diets, there is need for a clear consensus on how to measure and operationalize it. 
Key research questions include: how dietary diversity is conceptualized, operationalized, and 
measured, and how does it relate operationally to dietary quality. There is need to study the 
association between dietary diversity and nutrient adequacy and child growth. Specifically, 
household-level dietary diversity must be investigated in relation to socioeconomic factors 
and food security with particular reference to the ultra poor. Specifically, research should 
apply suitable analytical methods that will allow determining whether the association 
between dietary diversity and child growth is independent from socioeconomic factors, with 
its particularly implications for the ultra poor. A study from BRAC showed that two thirds of 
the children under 5 years of age from ultra poor households were stunted or underweight 
compared to around 50% of national average and severe malnutrition rates were almost 
double the national average (Haseen et al., 2004). 
 
The sixth research theme where important gaps in knowledge exist is in regard to 
Promotion of Functional Foods for Additional Health Benefits. Embedded in food culture and 
food habits is the consumption of traditional and other foods termed 'Functional Foods'. 
Functional foods are those that have additional health benefits beyond basic nutrition. 
Examples include onions and garlic, ginger, tomato, tea, mushrooms, sea fish and some 
vegetables like Indian spinach, ladies finger and guava. Functional foods contain special 
ingredients (antioxidants, anti-hyperglycemic, anti-hypercholesterolaemic) that confer 
protection from diseases like diabetes, hypertension, heart disease and certain forms of 
cancer. These foods are usually consumed without the knowledge of their health benefits. 
Nutrition education including advocacy and mass awareness is needed to promote 
production and consumption of functional foods. Research is needed to make an inventory 
of all known and hitherto unknown healthful foods, and to ascertain their economic benefits 
in terms of savings on treatment and health care costs. Good nutrition is not intuitive, people 
do not always know what food and feeding practices are best for their families and children 
and accordingly, the infrastructure and institutions for delivering nutrition services as well as 
authority to implement public health interventions need to be fostered.  
 
The seventh research theme includes an understanding of the micronutrient status of 
vulnerable populations in geographically at risk areas. The prevalent food culture and dietary 
patterns evidently do not support the maintenance of satisfactory nutrition and health. This is 
reflected in the widespread prevalence of protein energy malnutrition (PEM) and 
micronutrient malnutrition of various forms. Most serious micronutrient deficiencies are 
vitamin A deficiency, iodine deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia seen among 60-80 
percent of the child population and nearly 50 percent of the female population in the country 
(Yusuf, 2004). The indirect loss due to poor cognitive function arising from these 
deficiencies, particularly anemia (Ross and Horton, 1998) is enormous and can persist into 
adulthood with direct effect on earnings. The traditional gender bias towards male members 
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in intra-household food distribution is thought to be central to this situation (BBS, 2006). The 
picture is particularly alarming among the most disadvantaged groups, including the ultra 
poor, the urban poor, female-headed households, destitute women and different ethnic 
minority groups in geographically at-risk areas like the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) and 
other tribal areas and the char-lands. For example, in the CHT, the prevalence of night 
blindness among children aged 18-59 months (0.4%) and among mothers (1.1%) was 
around 3-fold higher than in rural Bangladesh (HKI, 2003). Research questions can include 
the causes or reasons why various categories of households are suffering from certain 
micronutrient deficiencies. Appropriate classification of households needs to be done for 
prioritization and targeting of micronutrient deficiency control programs. Urban vulnerable 
versus those located in remote or marginalized areas need to be particularly targeted and 
would need to be carefully classified. The food consumption patterns of such households, 
factor variables such as income, access to assets, education including nutrition education 
and awareness would need to be researched.  
 
The eighth research theme, falling under the cross-cutting dimension of Women & Other 
Disadvantaged Groups, will address the question: to what extent does gender bias still exist 
in Intra-Household Food Distribution and Access among the rural and urban poor? How 
does this bias affect the nutrition of the most vulnerable groups such as children and 
women? Age and gender bias combine to exacerbate the food insecurity situation among 
girls. Evidence, if any, of pro –male bias in food distribution and access would need to be 
addressed through dialogue and action to improve policy formulation and implementation. In 
particular, an analysis and identification of characteristics of the households which show bias 
one way or another could be done.  
 
The final research theme, also under the cross-cutting dimension of Women & Other 
Disadvantaged Groups, will focus on the nutritional status of the most Disadvantaged 
Regions, the Disabled, Elderly, Children and Ethnic Minorities. Apart from identifying the 
extent and variation in nutritional status, research is also needed to answer the question: To 
what extent does malnutrition (both protein-energy and micronutrient malnutrition) affect the 
enabling environment of these people in coming out of the poverty cycle?  
 
Encouragingly, however, the recent Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 
conducted by BBS (2005) shows that the national average total food intake has increased 
over the last 10 years, with accompanying changes in the food consumption pattern. Thus, 
while there was a slow decrease in rice intake, the intake of other foods increased slightly, 
giving an indication of a somewhat more diversified and balanced dietary basket. There have 
also been commendable improvements in the socio-economic profile of the population as a 
whole: poverty has decreased, literacy rate has increased and child and maternal health and 
nutrition indicators have shown improving trends. Research on the socio-economic factors 
contributing to these changes at the micro level can help guide the translation of socio-
economic growth into better dietary intake and nutrition. 
 
An important source of links and interactions between nutrition research and research in 
other dimensions is The Economic and Social Value of Nutrition and Food Security. There is 
also the emergence of a new dimension of malnutrition with immense public health 
significance, namely overnutrition and obesity in the same community, even within the same 
household where undernutrition exists Stamoulis et al., 2004). Recent increase in economic 
affluence in a section of the population (though small at the present point of time in 
Bangladesh), coupled with lack of nutrition education and awareness, tends to lead to faulty 
dietary habits (e.g. preference for energy-dense fast foods high in salt but low in fiber; 
calorie-rich soft drinks) and a sedentary life style with increasingly less physical activity. 
Increase in recent times of the incidence of chronic, non-communicable diseases (NCD) 
such as overweight and obesity, diabetes, hypertension, coronary heart disease and various 
forms of cancer, is a reflection of this. 'Double burden' of malnutrition, as it is called, is 
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emerging as a public health concern with marked implications for policy research. Research 
is needed to examine: socio-economic and psychological (perception-related) variables 
responsible for adopting such food habits and lifestyles; identification of the population 
groups (e.g. children, retired professionals) and the prevalence of overweight and obesity; 
aptitude and school performance of overweight children; and the economic costs related to 
consumption of fast foods and drinks and also to the management of overweight and 
obesity. 
 
Another source of interactions between the nutrition and other dimensions is the setting of 
Rules and Institutions for the Food Security System. Bangladesh has formulated a number 
of rules and regulations to control the food system of the country within the framework of the 
Codex Alimentarius. Notable among these are: the Bangladesh Pure Food Ordinance, 1959; 
Bangladesh Pure Food (Amendment) Act, 2005; Bangladesh Pure Food Rules, 1967; The 
Bangladesh Standards and Testing Institution Ordinance, 1985; The Bangladesh Standards 
and Testing Institution (Amendment) Act, 2003. However, the effectiveness of these rules 
and regulations is far from satisfactory due to weaknesses at all levels from the lab to the 
field including policy implementation. Research is needed to examine bottlenecks in 
implementation of the laws at the field level, weaknesses of the BSTI in enforcing the laws, 
attitudes of the food industries towards the food rules and regulations, the channels through 
which fraudulent food traders use BSTI certification marks without really producing food 
products conforming to the BSTI guidelines, and ways and means for institutionalizing safety 
throughout the food chain. 
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8. Conclusions 
 
It is useful to revisit the purposes of the prioritization that this RND aims at: 

• For one, the priorities established in this Report are to be informative to government 
policy-makers in allocating resources to research for food security in Bangladesh. 
Informed decisions in this regard are required to make the research component of the 
food security strategy – to be implemented through the National Food Policy, its Action 
Plan and its revisions - a major voice for the poor, disadvantaged, and vulnerable.  

• For another, the Research Needs Digest will serve as a reference to call for research 
proposals under the research initiative of the NFPCSP including both Program 
Research and Challenge Fund facilities. 

 
The calls for proposals must of course delimit the range of researchable topics to the 
research needs for food security at the present juncture. To this end, the 34 Research 
Themes that were identified and described in the preceding Sections already represent a 
high degree of prioritization relative to the raw data of topics and titles from the bibliographic 
and interview surveys. But the Second Workshop presented an opportunity to return to the 
stakeholders and have them collectively represent their views regarding these Research 
Themes by way of ranking them. The basic idea was that such a ranking would add 
substantially to the information content of the list of 34 Research Themes and thus help the 
required delimiting of researchable topics. The rankings will be summarized later in this 
Section. 
 
The principal conclusions of the assessment of research needs for food security in 
Bangladesh may be stated as follows 

1. The ARN and its final findings – in the form of Key Clusters and ranked 
Research Themes - is truly the collective product of a wide range of national 
stakeholders. 

2. Based on technical inputs and a participatory process, the ARN offers a menu 
of options – the ranked Research Themes - for making decisions about the 
allocation of research resources. 

3. Policy-makers can help focus the community of researchers and available 
resources by prioritizing the Research Themes on the basis of their importance 
and urgency. 

 
The ARN makes an innovative contribution to the literature in terms of the dual participatory-
authorial process it has pursued. By weaving the participatory and authorial elements in an 
alternating pattern, it has achieved its aim of establishing a credible set of research priorities 
from a mass of primary data (research topics proposed in interview surveys and titles 
obtained from a bibliographic search). Two participatory exercises, one ranking research 
clusters at the First Workshop and another ranking the Research Themes at the Second, 
coupled with two stages of the authors’ inputs, one defining the research clusters and 
another prioritizing the Key Clusters and Research Themes, contributed to the final findings 
and conclusions. It is our commitment to the participatory process that qualifies the output as 
a collective product. 
 
At the Second Workshop, the ranking exercise emerged as a strong positive feature of the 
research needs assessment. Its outcome reflects the knowledge and experience of many 
experts, policy makers and other keen consumers or producers of research. An experimental 
process has been followed and everyone’s contribution has been important to its outcome. If 
anything, the view was expressed that while the discussions were very lively, especially in 
the parallel sessions, not enough time had been available to allow many to articulate their 
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own views or to debate issues that did come up. On the whole, however, there was overall 
agreement about the soundness of the route by which the Themes had been arrived at.  
 
 
Table 2: Ranked Research Themes: Main Dimensions 

DIMENSION RESEARCH THEME 

Production 
and 

Availability 

Accessibility of Inputs for Food Production 
Land Use Patterns and their Long Term Implications for Food Security 
Effectiveness of Extension Services in Promoting Technology Adoption 
Economic Efficiency of Domestic Food Production 
Specialization vs. Diversification in Food Production and the Role of Trade and Trade Policy 
Technical Efficiency and Assessment of Post-Harvest and Other Losses 
Value Chain Analysis in Output Markets 

Physical 
and Social 

Access 

Involving Communities and Local Power Structures in Safety Net Provision 
Best Practices in Food Distribution Programs 
Storage Facilities: Options for Remote Areas and Poor Communities 
Relief and Food Delivery Processes in Vulnerable Regions and Seasons 
Targeting Methodologies for Food Security Safety Net Programs 
Quality Degradation of Food Commodities in Storage: Economic Causes and Solutions 
Social Access to Food in Monga-Affected Areas 

Economic 
Access 

Self-Employment, Wage Employment and Income Generation 
Livelihood Patterns and Coping Strategies of the Ultra-Poor including Disadvantaged Groups 
Price Stabilization, Market Integration and Consumer Welfare 
Access to Common Property Resources and Income Generation 
Ultra-Poverty and Micro-Credit: Links and Missing Links 
Non-Government Influences in Food Market Price Formation 
Non-Rice Food Prices and Markets and Economic Access to a More Diversified Diet 

Utilization 
and 

Nutrition 

Food Contamination and Food Adulteration 
Setting Food and Nutrition Standards for Balanced Nutrition 
Food Composition Tables With Special Reference to Indigenous Foods 
Institutionalization and Capacity Building of Street Food Systems 
Dietary Diversity of the Ultra Poor, Including the Urban Poor 
Promotion of Functional Foods for Additional Health Benefits 
Micronutrient Status of Vulnerable Populations in Geographically At-Risk Areas 

 
 
The categories of the main findings in the sequence of their construction are given below:  

1. Research clusters ranked across all dimensions and also within each dimension 
2. Three Key Clusters and Seven Research Themes per main dimension 
3. Six Research Themes covering cross-cutting and overarching issues  
4. Ranked Research Themes within each dimension  

 
In describing the main features of the findings, it suffices to consider only the ranked 
Research Themes given that these final findings incorporate knowledge inputs at all the 
previous stages. The table below lists the Research Themes in rank order. 
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These rankings for the main-dimension Research Themes are quite robust given the 
unambiguous separation of the Themes by rank. This is even more so for the subset of the 
ranked Themes consisting of just the top two Themes listed below: 
 
 
Table 3: The Top Two Research Themes  

DIMENSION RESEARCH THEMES 

Production & 
Availability 

Accessibility of Inputs for Food Production 
Land Use Patterns and their Long Term Implications for Food Security 

Physical & Social 
Access 

Involving Communities and Local Power Structures in Safety Net Provision 
Best Practices in Food Distribution Programs 

Economic Access 
Self-Employment, Wage Employment and Income Generation 
Livelihood Patterns & Coping Strategies of the Ultra-Poor including 
Disadvantaged Groups 

Availability and 
Nutrition 

Food Contamination and Food Adulteration 
Setting Food and Nutrition Standards for Balanced Nutrition 

 
 
The cross-cutting and over-arching Research Themes are listed in rank order below. 
 
 
Table 4: Ranked Research Themes: Cross-cutting & Over-arching 

DIMENSION Ranked Research Themes:  
CROSS-CUTTING & OVER-ARCHING 

Sum of 
Ranks 

Governance and Institutions Transparency of Policies and Accountability of 
Institutions Related to Food Security 334 

Over-Arching Issue Issues in Measurement of Food Security, 
Vulnerability and Poverty 421 

Infrastructure Power, Transport, Communication, Irrigation, 
Storage 421 

Environment Long-Term Environmental Degradation and 
Food Security 425 

Over-Arching Issue The Economic and Social Value of Nutrition and 
Food Security 483 

Women and Other Disadvantaged 
Groups 

Disadvantaged Regions, the Disabled, Elderly, 
Children and Ethnic Minorities 522 

 
 
On account of the exact equality of the sums of ranks for the second- and third-listed 
Themes and their near-equality with the fourth-ranked Theme, it is not inappropriate to rank 
all three as ‘second’. On this argument, the top ‘two’ cross-cutting and overarching Research 
Themes are as follows: 
 
Transparency of Policies and Accountability of Institutions Related to Food Security 
Issues in Measurement of Food Security, Vulnerability and Poverty 
Power, Transport, Communication, Irrigation, Storage 
Long-Term Environmental Degradation and Food Security 
 
Some remarks concerning the rankings are in order. Any attempt to judge or evaluate the 
rankings can only serve to express one’s own preferences based on experience and 
interests, not just knowledge. For example, left to our own devices, we as the authors of this 
Report may incline to modify the ranking of cross-cutting and overarching Themes on the 
ground that our expectations were belied. We may attempt to strengthen our stance for the 
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reason that the ranking also lacks tightness. Even so, we are compelled to recognize that 
others may arrive at a different evaluation of this ranking. Such differences with respect to 
the collective ranking are not different in kind than differences within the Groups which are 
the source of the lack of perfect tightness of the rankings in the first place. In short, these 
sorts of arguments cannot clinch the issue against the rankings. What we can say without 
hesitation, however, is that the ranked lists (whether the full or short versions) reflect the 
collective experience and interests, and knowledge too, of all the participants. The collective 
rankings are privileged simply because they reflect the collective preferences of all the 
participants. 
 
Statistical analysis of pair-wise rank correlations among the individual rankings shows that 
the individuals within each Group, considered collectively, were neither in agreement with 
each other nor in disagreement. But the degree of internal concordance or otherwise within 
Groups is only of academic significance. The privileging of the rankings is a matter of our 
prior choices to invite the Groups to rank the Themes and to give equal weights to all 
individuals involved in the ranking. However desirable we may feel unanimity is, it cannot be 
so highly valued as to cause us to reject the collective rankings themselves which are 
products of our prior commitment to let the participatory process take its course. Collective 
ranking trumps any evaluation proceeding solely from the observation of a lack of consensus 
within the Group. 
 
To be sure, there are limitations of the whole exercise which we need to be cognizant of. 

 There are obvious overlaps across some of the Themes but this is unavoidable for a 
very broad area of research endeavor such as food security. 

 Some may feel that a theme or two is missing e.g., Monitoring and Evaluation of 
Research Quality. But these may be accommodated among the overarching issues. 
Other issues – such as the role of the private sector – can be included within the 
selected Research Themes through concrete and explicit redefinitions. 

 The scope of the study is also circumscribed by the focus on socio-economic 
research and socio-economic implications of scientific-technological research. This is 
as it should be given that scientific-technological research is a very different kettle of 
fish. 

 There is wide but not necessarily statistically representative coverage of respondents 
as most were from Dhaka and from apex research institutions, NGOs, and 
Government departments. We doubt, however, that any widening of the ‘statistical’ 
sample (if that is what it must be called) would have made any significant difference. 

 
None of this is to say that there is no scope for improving the quality of this assessment. This 
has been a learning experience for all of us. The qualitative feedback from participants at 
both the First and Second Workshops will be valuable for the work we take up for future 
possible editions of the Research Needs Digest. 
 
In closing, it will not be out of place to raise some key questions that might serve to guide 
decision-making on resource allocation for research that build on the final findings of the 
technical-participatory assessment: 
 

 Concentration: Should research funding be concentrated over several Research 
Themes or spread across the full range of the Themes? Our view is that initial-
phase concentration on the criterion of urgency is advisable while the reach may be 
widened in later phases.  

 Specialization: Should the Program Research and Challenge Fund awards be 
specialized to distinct sets of Research Themes or have no distinct domains? 
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Perhaps, this is a bridge that needs to be crossed only after the first slate of 
candidate proposals has come in.  

 Influence: Should there be a role for high-visibility (including multi-disciplinary) 
research projects in the funding programs? One argument in favor is that such 
projects can fulfill a useful function by signaling high quality, have an influential 
impact, and also help attract the top researchers and research bodies. 
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Notes 
 
i Monga is seasonal scarcity of employment and therefore household income. 
 
ii Although the bibliographic search did not include unpublished research and so cannot 
claim to be exhaustive, we believe it still gives a good indication of the relative importance 
accorded to this theme. 
 
iii Babu reports that even for the Food for Education programs, which provide a free ration of 
food for children enrolled in school and which have the lowest level of leakage, the leakage 
rate reported is still between 8 and 14 percent. 
 
iv It should be noted however that the Food for Schooling program was replaced by the 
Primary Education Stipend in 2002. The School Feeding Program was also initiated (along 
with World Food Program) that same year.  
 
v About 10% of rural households are estimated to subsist on two meals or less for several 
months every year (Sen and Hulme, 2004). 
 
vi Estimates are based on the Cost of Basic Needs (CBN) - based lower poverty line (which 
involves a lower non-food allowance than the upper poverty line). Poverty incidence was 
estimated at 28.6% in rural areas, and 14.6% in urban areas in 2005, against 34.3%, 37.9% 
and 20%, respectively in 2000 (see BBS, 2006). 
 
vii The estimate is based on the Direct Calorie Intake Method and refers to BBS definition of 
‘hardcore poverty’. The Head Count Ratio of hardcore poverty was estimated at17.9% in 
rural areas and 24.4 % in urban areas. The number of people suffering from hard-core 
poverty actually increased from 24.9 in 2000 to 27 million in 2005. The Head Count Ratio of 
‘ultra-poverty’ (people surviving on 1600 kilo-calorie per person per day or less) was 
estimated at 6.7% in rural areas and 11% in urban areas.  
 
viii Economic access issues accounted only for about 14% of all suggested topics. 
 
ix For a short description of the 6 economic access-relevant clusters identified by the RNA 
survey, see Appendix 1. 
 
x On this point, one will note some large MFIs have started to concentrate on this 
development knowledge gap. See BRAC Research and Evaluation Division’s assessment of 
the impacts of its CFPR/TUP program. See also Ali Khan, 2003.  
 
xi For instance, BRAC ‘‘Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction/Targeting the Ultra 
poor’ programme’ (since 2002), Grameen Bank’s ‘Struggling members’ programme’. 
  
xii Especially correcting for unobserved heterogeneity at household and community levels  
 
xiii According to HIES 2000 data, returns to self-employment (resp. casual wage employment) 
of the poor in the farm sector were 22.75 taka (resp. 33.33) taka per day per worker against 
57.22 (resp. 45.70) taka in the non-farm sector (see Osmani et al., 2003).  
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