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Executive Summary

Introduction  

Background of the Study

Social Safety Net (SSN) is defined as actions, policies and programs that attempt to reduce 
poverty through direct transfer of resources to the poor. The SSN intends or at least help ensuring 
a minimum level of income for the extreme poor, who are unlikely to benefit much from the 
economic growth. 

Safety nets appeared prominently in the Research Need Digest of the NFPCSP prepared in 2006 
and more than one half of the research topics proposed by the survey respondents of the 
NFPCSP were related to safety nets. Although the issue of safety nets is widely researched, it still 
commands fresh attention particularly with respect to efficiency in implementation and a 
reemphasis on it appeared important especially in the backdrop of decreasing international aid 
and increasing the incidence and severity of disasters. The dilemma of reduced aid flow and 
increasing disasters contributed to increased vulnerability particularly in certain pockets of the 
country with very high incidence of poverty like the munga-prone Jamuna Chars. 

In view of the above, the Centre for Agriresearch and Sustainable Environment & 
Entrepreneurship Development (CASEED), a Dhaka based private research institution in 
partnership with a grassroots NGO, Chinispur Dipsikha Mohila Somiti (CDMS) felt it important to 
propose a research in responses to a call for research proposal and was awarded a grant under 
the Challenge Fund component of the NFPCSP to conduct this study during October 2007 to 
September 2008. 

Government of Bangladesh formulated a food policy in 1988 that aimed at achieving food security 
for all. However it meant only the availability of food grain. Later, food policy has been modified 
and National Food Policy 2006 was formulated in the light of the country’s poverty reduction 
strategy paper. 

One major objective of the National Food Policy 2006 is to “enhance” the coverage of the Social 
Safety Net Programs targeting the “hard core poor” and “disadvantaged” groups and their 
“effective implementation”. The study has special relevance to the enhancement of food security 
for the poor and most vulnerable households through enhancing coverage and effective delivery 
of the social safety net benefits and one way to help in this regard is to improve local participation 
of which the target beneficiaries and local power structure are integral parts.

Study Objectives and Methodology 

Overall objective of the study was to explore the prospect of local participation in Safety Net 
management. The specific objectives of the study comprised the following:

 An analysis of the effectiveness of selected SSN programs in terms of extent of coverage, 
and reduced leakages (diverting some benefits to non target people, delivering benefits in 
less than design amount, and bribing), 

 Examine to what extent local participation is desired by the target group, and
 Perceived benefits and risks of local participation
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The study focus was on selected SSN programs - VGD, VGF, Old Age Allowance and Widow 
Allowance for having wide coverage and benefiting special target groups, the poorest and most 
vulnerable ones. 

The research began with a review of relevant literature. Following literature review, the research 
comprised conducting a national workshop in Dhaka, two stakeholder workshops in two Upazilas 
– one in Chilmari to cover monga-prone Jamuna Chars and one in Narsingdi to cover vulnerable 
and poverty stricken Meghna chars. 

The fieldwork was conducted in four villages comprising a quick census at the village level, Focus 
Group Discussion with local government representatives and other informants and interviewing a 
total of 378 households - both beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries of SSN. The fieldwork for the 
study was conducted in two areas during the first quarter of 2008. 

Quantitative data have been processed using SPSS. Also, qualitative data have been presented 
in descriptive as well as tabular forms. Some of the important tables and salient features of 
preliminary findings were discussed at the in-house workshop held at FPMU headquarters in 
Dhaka on 8th May 2008 and Research in Support of the National Food Policy Workshop held on 7-
8 July 2008 at BIAM foundation. This was followed by two validation workshops, one in Narsingdi 
on 9th September 2008 and another in Chilmari on 25th to 26th September 2008. 

Results and Discussion

A Brief Description of the Study Area 

The chars are areas of new land formed through a continuous process of erosion and sand 
deposition associated with the major river fl;ows. Usually, very poor people live in the chars who 
cannot afford to live and work in the mainland. The upper Jamuna chars are highly vulnerable to 
river erosion and flood and land condition is very poor and sandy. The Meghna Chars are less 
vulnerable to erosion and sand deposit and soil quality is better and productive. Still, they are also 
highly vulnerable to floods. One advantage of the Meghna chars is their proximity to Dhaka city 
and industrial belts of Narayanganj and Narsingdi. 

The four study villages had a total of 934 households, of them 8% were Female-headed. The 
study team interviewed a total of 378 of the 934 households including 57 female-headed 
households. One half of the household members were either children (41%) or elderly people 
(9%) and the other half was 15 to 59 years old. 

Average household size was 5.1 for male-headed and 2.7 for female-headed. Average household 
size was small in Kurigram because of the tendency of splitting families for extreme poverty, 
children not having means to support parents and parents having little or no property to motivate 
grown up children staying together. 

Dependency ratio varied from 2.5 to 2.9 in the male-headed households against 1.6 to 2.2 in the 
female-headed households. Dependent par male earner varied from 4.7 in Char Doani of 
Narsingdi to 16 in Chaurapara of Kurigram. 

Close to 85% of the adult males were income earners.  Only two occupations appeared 
prominently in Kurigram (agriculture and day labor) while the occupation pattern was quite 
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diversified in Narsingdi, about seven occupations seemed important (business, industrial labor, 
teaching/ services, fishing etc. apart from farming and wage laboring). Only about one fourth of 
adult women of male-headed households were engaged in IGAs against three fourths of the 
women of female-headed households indicating economic hardship forcing poor women to avail 
whatever opportunities are available even if the earnings are too low.    

Of the 321 male-headed households 84 percent appeared SSN target for owning no land or less 
than 15 decimals land. Landlessness was 95 to 100% in Kurigram villages against 70 to 77 
percent in Narsingdi villages. 

Food Security and Disaster Vulnerability

The local informants saw food security as the household’s ability to feed all members three meals 
a day and its absence was considered food insecurity. By this criterion, food insecurity appeared 
nearly universal in Kurigram Chars, only 0.5% household having food security to the extent of nine 
months and above while all others faced acute food insecurity, some 96% having food deficit or 
inadequate access to food for more than six months. In two Narsingdi Chars, 19 and 30 percent 
households had food security for nine months and above, while 24 and 46 percent households 
had food insecurity for more than six months 

In the four villages taken together, 218 of the 321 male-headed (70%) and 25 of the 57 female-
headed households (44%) were flood-affected in 2007. Fifty six percent of the affected male-
headed households and 68% of the affected female-headed households received some relief in 
the aftermath of the flood and average value of assistance received was Tk. 1,738 and 1,444 
respectively. Forty seven percent of the non-affected male-headed households and 53% of the 
non-affected female-headed households also received flood relief considering poverty. 

Key Findings

The major SSN programs of the country

During the last two decades, the Government of Bangladesh (GOB) has been pursuing a number 
of social safety net programs. As many as 27 SSN programs are mentioned in the PRSP and the 
most important ones include VGD, VGF, FFW/CFW, Old Age Allowance, Widowed or Distressed 
Women Allowance, Disability Allowance and Distressed Freedom Fighters’ Allowance. The PRSP 
targeted reaching about 3.58 million beneficiaries during 2005-06 under these programs. The 
budget allocation of 2008-09 targeted reaching about 4 million beneficiaries by four major longer-
term SSN programs (VGD, Old age Allowance, Widow Allowance and Disability Allowance) and 
some 13 million by short-duration programs (VGF, FFW, CFW, TR, GR and 100 days employment 
support). The study focused three major long-term programs (VGD, Old Age Allowance and 
Disability Allowance) and one major short-term program (VGF) because of wide coverage and 
availability of information both at the UP and the community levels. 

Benefits reaching the sample households 

On the whole, 110 of the 321 male-headed households (34%) and 35 of the 57 female-headed 
households (61%) received some SSN benefits in the four study villages. Average benefit 
received from all SSN programs taken together per beneficiary was Tk. 3,378 and Tk. 3,429 for 
the male and female-headed households respectively.
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Leakages

Recorded leakage during the survey was rather low. Discussion in the validation workshop 
confirmed that leakages were actually low as stated not only by the UP chairs and members but 
also by the Upazila officials and civil society representatives like teachers. Both beneficiary and 
non-beneficiary local people also agreed in the workshop that the leakages were generally low. 
However, there were whispers in the villages of higher leakage but this was termed as hue and cry 
on the part of the non-beneficiary people who could not be served mainly because of limited 
allocations. 

Three forms of leakages were identified during the study and are briefly described in three sub 
sections revealing that that one percent on of the benefits are leaked out as bribe, seven percent 
for mal-targeting and three to four percent for receiving less than prescribed amounts. Thus total 
leakage was estimated at around 11 to 12 percent. 

Accessing Channels and Linkage to Power Structure

While direct bribing was reported rather infrequently, prioritization was not purely based on the 
ranking of poverty or vulnerability. To have an assessment of how the recipients were actually 
selected, the current beneficiaries were asked, “how he or she was the one receiving SSN 
benefits while many other poor people are yet to receive such benefits”. To this question, 
interesting responses came up and “social connection”, meaning that the target household having 
some relative or friend to approach UP Chairman or Member. About one third of the current 
beneficiaries themselves reported to have such social connection and they were proud to claim 
such connection. 

Another important channel was belonging to the vote bank of an influential member or chairman to 
qualify for prioritization. About one fifth of the current beneficiaries themselves reported to be 
getting benefit through this channel. The third channel was bribing and as noted earlier some 
14.5% agreed to have paid bribe. About one third of the recipients however reported to have 
accessed the UP without having such connection and selected purely on the basis of poverty. 

Possibility of Local Participation in SSN Management

One main objective of the study was to assess the possibility of enhancing local participation, and 
if so who should participate and how. This would also view the perceived benefits and risks of 
participation. Information related to the above was collected from the interview of 378 sample 
households in the four villages along with the discussion with groups of local government 
representatives and other informants in the four study villages. About one fourth of the respondent 
households did not provide any definite answer while one half of the remaining 75% were in favor 
of enhancing local participation. Interestingly, the proportion of no response/ don’t know was 
higher in Chourapara and Borobhita (Kurigram) while negative reply was more frequent in 
Narsingdi villages.   

For the affirmative responses, the informants were asked to opine on the likely benefits of local 
participation. To most of them 122 of the 138 respondents favoring local participation, better 
targeting was viewed as the most potential benefit. This is an important observation in a situation 
where some sort of nepotism determines accessibility indicating that poverty and vulnerability are 
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seen as necessary rather than sufficient condition to ensure access. Other benefits foreseen were 
reduced leakage and quick delivery. 

To the respondents favoring local participation, one pertinent question was whether they foresee 
any problem or risks of enhanced local participation. To this question, most respondents refrained 
from mentioning or simply said that there were no risks. The minority indicating some risks 
foresaw the possibility of increasing conflicts and further increase of nepotism.     

Policy Implications and Recommendations

Policy Implications:

Landlessness and food insecurity were higher in Kuragram than in Narsingdi chars but one village 
in Kurigram char was poorly served. This char is far from the Upazila and the UP chair and 
members representing the area most often stay in the mainland. This implies that very isolated 
areas should be given special attention from the side of the policy makers including improving 
M&E and enhancing consultation with local communities. 

Distribution appeared random across economic class rather than specially targeted particularly for 
VGF. The female-headed were however accorded priority in the long-term programs because of 
program design (VGD and Widow Allowance and the recently introduced maternity allowance 
targeting women only while old age and disability allowance might benefit participants from both 
sexes).  

The policy implication of the above finding is that geographical and special targeting criteria, 
although incorporated in the policy deserve further strengthening in terms of more intensive 
monitoring and oversight at the one side and enhancing linkages of the poor communities and 
vulnerable households with the involved institutions and power structure, the Union Parishad in 
particular.

Targeting criteria applied in the various SSN programs appeared rather complex (landholding, 
income, occupation, sex of household head etc). No single criteria, particularly land alone 
adequately reflects true poverty and vulnerability, hence a combination is inevitable but it 
increases complexity. A participatory wealth ranking at the village level would ensure or at least 
facilitate better targeting and thus help reaching the poorest on a priority basis.   

Regarding the possibility of local participation in the SSN management, 29 to 58 percent 
respondents offered affirmative response. Only about 38% respondents suggested some specific 
composition of community participation, one third of them were definitely in favor of involving 
intended beneficiaries in the local committees to beneficiary selection, prioritization and 
distribution of SSN.  This indicates that there is scope for involving local communities. Not only the 
intended beneficiaries, but also, many of the UP members and chairs were positive of enhancing 
community participation, particularly in Kurigram the most poverty stricken district.  

It may however be noted that enhancing community participation is just one of several methods to 
effectively implement SSN program and this must be accompanied with enhancing capacity of the 
local bodies, particularly the Union Parishad. 
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Recommendations: 

1. Further strengthen geographical and special targeting criteria: Since the physically and 
socially isolated communities and households tend to be less intensively covered by the SSN 
programs, it is recommended to further emphasize geographical targeting and higher prioritization 
on the most deprived and vulnerable people like extreme poor, disabled or old aged men and 
women not having support from the family, mothers of orphaned and abandoned children etc.     

2. Rationalize programs to avoid complexity and overlapping: Multiplicity of programs have 
not yet contributed to major overlapping but more coordinated efforts are desirable to minimize the 
risk of overlapping at the one hand and completely depriving some of the very poor households 
who may be lacking channels to access the local power structure. For simplicity, the SSN 
programs can be classified in to three broader types: (a) Long-term benefits of income transfer 
nature such as Old Age Allowance, Disability Allowance, Distressed Freedom Fighter Allowance; 
(b) Medium-term Benefits of income transfer type such as VGD, Widow and distressed women 
Allowance and Maternity Allowance; (c) Employment Support Programs like FFW, CFW, RMP and 
100 days employment support; and (d) disaster relief such as VGF, GR and TR. The beneficiaries 
of the four types can be distinct – the very old and disable to be covered under the first one, 
vulnerable women but not very old and disabled to be covered under the second one, both men 
and women of poor households but capable of manual labor to be covered under the third one 
while the fourth one is meant for disaster immediate relief during and in the aftermath of disasters. 

3. Improve oversight and strengthen institutions: Geographical and special targeting criteria, 
although incorporated in the policy deserve further strengthening in terms of more intensive 
monitoring and oversight at the one side and enhancing linkages of the poor communities and 
vulnerable households with the involved institutions and power structure, the Union Parishad in 
particular.

4. Introduce and facilitate implementing participatory wealth ranking: Targeting criteria 
applied in the various SSN programs appeared rather complex (landholding, income, occupation, 
sex of household head etc). Hence a combination is inevitable. A participatory wealth ranking at 
the village level would ensure or at least facilitate better targeting and thus help reaching the 
poorest on a priority basis.   

5. Facilitate quick assessment of disaster vulnerability and losses for disaster relief and 
rehabilitation: A mismatch was observed in the flood effects and distribution of post-flood relief 
and rehabilitation assistance. While 43% of the 243 flood-affected households did not receive and 
post-flood assistance, 48 percent of those not affected had receive such assistance. This provides 
evidence that there is scope for improvement and quick participatory assessment tools can be 
applied and the local government representatives need training on using such tools facilitated by 
competent NGOs. 

6. Reduce leakage by improved transparency: Twelve percent leakage can be considered low 
given overall implementation capacity of the involved institutions. The concerned agencies, 
particularly the local government bodies deserve appreciation for this, but need not be overly 
satisfied. There are scopes to further improvement. 

7. Increase allocation for transport cost and other expenses: One area of improvement would 
be providing reasonable allocation for transportation and other expenses and then make the 
system fully transparent rather than deducting half kg or one kg from the beneficiary. It is 
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important to enhance good understanding between the beneficiaries at the one side and the GOB 
agencies and the local government on the other. The value of one kg rice say Tk 35 is not much 
(of course it is of good value to the poor) but the image of the institutions is important for good 
governance and further development. 

8. Enhance participation of local communities: Another area of development would be 
enhancing community participation such as for quick and transparent assessments, participatory 
wealth ranking which would be the basis for prioritization (such wealth ranking would be revised 
periodically, say every three to five years) and planning and oversight of the selection and 
distribution process by ward level committees, common for all SSN in ward level and community 
level open meetings. 

9. Community participation besides improving local governance: Enhancing community 
participation should not be seen as competing or conflicting with the local government. Instead it 
should be incorporated within the system operated through and by the local government but with 
enhancing their interaction with the communities. It is praiseworthy that many of the local 
government representatives saw it as a positive step to improve transparency and build up image. 
To them, it can save them from blaming to be involved in “nepotism”.  

Scope for Further Research:

The study noted prioritization a challenge since the very poor without social connection or affinity 
are unlikely to access such benefits. This warrants the need for transparent and participatory 
management and monitoring of the SSN. Hence, further research is needed in this area to spell 
out targeting methods and implementation modalities.  

The Research Need Assessment of the NFPCSP has already indicated that the “implementation 
processes are clearly implicated given the scale of targeting inadequacies and emphasized the 
need for understanding the complexities and highlighted the need for further research in the area 
of Targeting Methodologies for Food Security Safety Net Programs. This research has confirmed 
of such needs. 

The study has examined the possibility of enhancing local participation in the SSN management 
through Involving Communities and Local Power Structures in Safety Net Provision. The 
responses were mixed, one half of the respondents favoring and the other half not supporting this 
idea. A conscious minority has indicated some risks of it such as the possibility increasing conflicts 
and nepotism. 

It is important to note that, despite many constraints, the local governments are managing the 
SSN reasonably well with limited overlapping, low degree of leakage and limited complaints of 
corruption although quite high degree of nepotism was reported where of course those benefited 
are poor but the poor with good linkage. Minimizing it will require enhancing transparency, local 
participation. Strong M&E and oversight from above can be suggested but will be difficult to 
administer. Hence, future research should emphasize capacity building of the existing institutions, 
local government strengthening and ways and means should be identified to converge improving 
local governance along with enhancing the involvement of local communities in the SSN 
management.  
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Chapter – 1

Introduction

1.1 Background of the Study 

Social Safety Net (SSN) is defined as actions, policies and programs that attempt to reduce 
poverty through direct transfer of resources to the poor (PRSP pp 37). This definition is adopted 
by the PRSP following a study conducted by the IFPRI, Washington DC. The SSN intends to or at 
least help ensuring a minimum level of income for the extreme poor, who are unlikely to benefit 
much from the economic growth. 

Safety nets appeared prominently in the Research Need Digest of the NFPCSP prepared in 2006 
and more than one half of the research topics proposed by the survey respondents of the 
NFPCSP were related to safety nets. Although the issue of safety nets is widely researched, it still 
commands fresh attention particularly with respect to efficiency in implementation and a 
reemphasis on it appeared important especially in the backdrop of decreasing international aid 
and increasing the incidence and severity of disasters. The dilemma of reduced aid flow and 
increasing disasters contributed to increased vulnerability particularly in certain pockets of the 
country with very high incidence of poverty like the munga-prone Jamuna Chars. 

In view of the above, the Centre for Agriresearch and Sustainable Environment & 
Entrepreneurship Development (CASEED), a Dhaka based private research institution in 
partnership with a grassroots NGO, Chinispur Dipsikha Mohila Somiti (CDMS) felt it important to 
propose a research in responses to a call for research proposal and was awarded a grant under 
the Challenge Fund component of the NFPCSP to conduct this study during October 2007 to 
September 2008. 

1.2 Relevance to the Objectives of the National Food Policy 

One of the main purposes of the Social Safety Nets is to improve food security for the poor who 
cannot always or most of the times afford to produce or buy food of proper quality and in needed 
quantity. According to the World Food Summit (1996), “food security exists when all people, at all 
times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their 
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” and its absence is food 
insecurity. 

Food insecurity in Bangladesh remains critical terms of the poor people’s capacity to produce, buy 
or otherwise have just coarse food grains feeding the household members three meals a day. 
Even with this narrowest definition, majority of our people still are facing severe food insecurity. If 
one has to consider nutrition status, quality of foods and food safety, then most of us are food 
insecure. This study however deals with the first group, the poorest people, who feel themselves 
happy with two meals a day and three meals a day is considered affluence. 

In the setting of the persistence of high poverty, still about 40% people of the country are living 
below the poverty line as of 2005 (BBS HIES 2005 published in 2007) which is above 90% in the 
Jamuna chars, the safety net programs aim to protect the poor, especially women, against 
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anticipated and unanticipated shocks such as natural disasters, death of a breadwinner, 
prolonged illness of a household member or disability due to old age or accident etc. 

According to the Article-15 of the constitution of Bangladesh, it is a fundamental responsibility of 
the state to secure its citizens to the provision of basic necessities of food. As per Government's 
Allocation of Business, it is the duty of the Ministry of Food and Disaster Management to establish 
a dependable food security system for the nation. The Government of Bangladesh is firmly 
committed to achieve food security for all, defined at the 1996 World Food Summit as: access by 
all people at all times to the food needed for an active and healthy life. 

Government of Bangladesh formulated a food policy in 1988 that aimed at achieving food security 
for all. However it meant only the availability of food grain. Later, food policy has been modified 
and National Food Policy 2006 was formulated in the light of the country’s poverty reduction 
strategy paper. 

One major objective of the National Food Policy 2006 is to “enhance” the coverage of the Social 
Safety Net Programs targeting the “hard core poor” and “disadvantaged” groups and their 
“effective implementation”. The issues of geographical and other forms of targeting and the need 
for reducing leakages were highly emphasized. 

This study has special relevance the enhancement of food security for the poor and most 
vulnerable households through enhancing coverage and effective delivery of the social safety net 
benefits and one way to help in this regard is to improve local participation of which the target 
beneficiaries and local power structure are integral parts.

1.3 Review of Relevant Literature 

SSN Programs in Bangladesh

The PRSP strategic block III titled social safety nets (SSN) and Targeted Programs provided a 
brief review and evaluation of social safety net programs from food rationing and subsidized open 
market sales through Food for Works (FFW) and Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) to food 
for education to stipend programs (PRSP pp 117-124)

The PRSP provides a comprehensive list of 25 of the total 27 programs receiving GOB and donor 
assistance. Of them, the most widely covered 12 programs benefits about 13.4 million people. 
Apart from describing important safety net programs, the PRSP took note of some of the 
weakness of the SSN programs in Bangladesh. The noted weaknesses include (a) limited 
coverage (b) inadequacy of the grants per beneficiary and (c) leakages. It also took note of the 
lack of an integreted national policy and inadequate understanding of the gender dimensions of 
poverty. The PRSP then discussed the needds for developing effective social safety nets program 
including the issue of governance. 

The consultation meeting held during the formulation of PRSP (p 26-27) made various important 
suggestion for better targetting and improving efficiency, effectiveness and coordination of 
targeted poverty reduction programs. In implementing such programs, emphasis was laid on 
minimizing leakages, avoiding dupplication and ensuring more coordinated endeavors. The need 
for expanding social safety net programs and a more comprehensive social security system was 
highly emphasized. Emphasis was also given for grappling with the problem of monga including 



3

identifying monga-prone areas. Suggested support to monga areas include: diversifying 
agriculture and special food assisted infrastructure development work during the lean employment 
season.The PRSP considered that the expansion of the GOB’s targetted income, employment and 
food-aided programs have been “effective” in providing the safety nets although critics may not 
fully agree to this claim.

Program Coverage, Targeting Methods and Leakages

Bangladesh Development Series #9 of World Bank titled Social Safety Nets in Bangladesh (2006) 
noted that only about 4 to 5 million people received some forms of SSN benefits while a BIDS 
report quoted in the PRSP (2005) indicated that 10 million of the 23.9 million extreme poor having 
reached by the SSN programs. The PRSP matrix showing yearly targets of SSN beneficiaries to 
be reached by four major programs directly transferring resources to the poor on a long term basis 
(VGD, Old Age Allowance, Widow Allowance and Disability Allowance) was close to three million 
beneficiaries which has increased to about 4.0 million by 2008-09 as per GOB budget allocation. 
Assuming average size of household of 3.0 and limited or no overlapping between programs, 
about 12 million people should have been reached which is about 8% of total Bangladesh 
population. This implies that about one third of the extreme poor (extreme poor are one fourth of 
the population) should have been reached. If one includes VGF, 100 days employment support 
program but excludes GR and TR which are of very short duration additional 5 million households 
or 20 million people are reached. This implies reaching about 9 million beneficiary households or 
about 21% of the country population or about 52.5% of the poor people. 

Although SSN coverage has increased over the years, some of the very poor have not been 
reached and while some others, although in limited number, have received assistance from more 
than one source. The World Bank in its Project Information Document of Bangladesh National 
Social Protection Project noted existence of “considerable overlapping and duplication in program 
delivery” and involvement of “several ministries” with “overlapping objectives” and targeting 
“similar beneficiaries, with limited coordination”. Targeting efficiency was reported “moderate” as 
per assessment of the World Bank indicating the need for rethinking on targeting criteria and 
institutional delivery mechanisms. 

Shaikh, S. Ahmed (2005) looked into targeting and leakage issues that affect delivery mechanism 
with a comparative analysis of three programs – VGD, Primary Education Stipend Program and 
RMP. It noted that the 'average' beneficiaries were reasonably well off in the standards of Rural 
Bangladesh and some element of 'elite capture' was observed. 

Ninno, Carlo del (2001) of IFPRI found about 15% leakage in the case of VGD in Bangladesh 
based on interviewing 80 beneficiary women in 10 UP. Of the 15% leakage, 6% actually did not 
reach the UP and was drained before receiving supply from the LSD. Of the remaining 9% local 
employee like chowkidar received some and non-card-holder poor women had to be given some 
amount. Some 16% beneficiary shared cards with other poor women, within kinship group. 
Compared to VGD, the same study, based on investigation in five sites reported higher leakage in 
the case of FFW (16-26%). 

With multi-agency and multi-ministry involvement in managing safety net programs in Bangladesh 
(Ministry of Food and Disaster Management, Ministry of Women and Children Affairs, Ministry of 
Social Welfare, Ministry of Chittagong Hilltracts Special Affairs, Ministry of Local Government, 
Ministry of Education, Ministry of Primary and Mass Education etc) there is also multiplicity of 
committees to manage various SSN programs. These might lead to lack of coordination and 
overlapping at the one hand and inability to reaching the most deprived on the other.  
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One approach to addressing this problem is enhanced community involvement in the beneficiary 
selection and distribution process. Conning, Jonathon and Kevane, Michael (2000) interpreted 
several case studies and theory on community involvement in social safety nets. They cautioned 
that benefits from utilizing local information and social capital may be eroded by costly rent-
seeking, elites capture and hinted that local preferences may not always be pro-poor and are 
vulnerable to declines in political support particularly in the case of locally administering centrally 
designed programs. 

Conning, Jonathon and Kevane, Michael (2000) noted that a good part of the large and still fast-
growing literature on targeted spending has focused on topics such as the cost effectiveness and 
performance of different broad targeting methods and proxy indicators, while comparatively little 
attention has been devoted to the choice of intermediary agent, meaning institutional 
arrangement. 

Conning, Jonathon and Kevane, Michael (2000) presented taxonomy of targeting methods and 
mechanism comprising geographic targeting, categorical targeting and self-targeting employed by 
central bureaucracies using community groups or local institutions as intermediaries. 
Geographical targeting can be applied in areas of high concentration of poverty, most households 
deserving SSN benefits and is easily administered. Categorical targeting can be applied to reach 
special target groups like disabled, old, widowed women etc defined in clear terms. Self targeting 
designs program in such a way that the non-target household or individuals are discouraged to 
join or are automatically excluded such as distributing coarse grains or executing food for works at 
low wage.  

Community Participation and Local Power Structure in SSN Management

Conning, Jonathon and Kevane, Michael (2000) noted that the growing awareness of the 
importance social safety nets in developing countries has not been translated into effective action 
because of the failure of traditional social welfare ministries to effectively reach and engage the 
poor. This has led to experimentation with new bottom-up service delivery options and poverty 
alleviation mechanisms that more actively involve the poor and their communities in program 
design, implementation and monitoring.

Demand-driven social funds that aim by design to elicit community involvement have become 
increasingly popular with governments and donors, and international organizations such as the 
World Bank and the WFP are using this approach (World Bank 1996, World Food Program 1998).

A study of India's Integrated Rural Development Project found that the Indian states engaging 
village councils to select beneficiaries had a much smaller proportion of non-poor participating 
households (Copesake 1992). A large recent survey of dozens of country experiences with social 
safety nets conducted by Subbarao et al. (1997, p. 87) for the World Bank noted that programs 
that involve communities, local groups, and NGOs can achieve better targeting outcomes. 

1.4 The Study Objective and Methodology

Study Objective: Overall objective of the study was to explore the prospect of local participation 
in Safety Net management.

Specific Objectives: The specific objectives of the study comprised the following:

 An analysis of the effectiveness of selected SSN programs in terms of 
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o Extent of coverage (% of target households reached)
o Leakages (diverting some benefits to non target people, delivering benefits in less 

than design amount, and bribing), 
 Examine to what extent local participation is desired by the target group, and
 Perceived benefits and risks of local participation

Study Focus: The study focus was on selected SSN programs - VGD, VGF, Old Age Allowance 
and Widow Allowance for having wide coverage and benefiting special target groups, the poorest 
and most vulnerable ones. 

Methodology: 

The research began with a review of relevant literature. An initial list of relevant literature was 
available in the bibliography attached to the Research Need Digest (RND) of the NFPCSP. 
Additional literature was identified based on careful reading of the relevant literature indicated in 
the RND bibliography and discussion among the experts in the team and with other researchers 
linked to the lead organization, CASEED.  

Following literature review, the research comprised conducting a national workshop in Dhaka, two 
stakeholder workshops in two Upazilas – one in Chilmari to cover monga-prone Jamuna Chars 
and one in Narsingdi to cover vulnerable and poverty stricken Meghna chars. 

The stakeholder workshops helped developing appropriate study instruments which comprised a 
format for quick census at the village level, a couple of checklists for Focus Group Discussion, and 
a semi structured questionnaire for household interview in four representative villages. In each 
village about 100 target households, 5 local body representatives, 2 NGO activists, and 2 GOB 
official and one local schoolteacher were interviewed. For each category of respondent separate 
semi-structured formats were used. Fieldwork for the study was conducted in two areas in 2008. 

The quantitative data have been processed using SPSS. Also, qualitative data have been 
presented in descriptive as well as tabular forms. To analyze data, dummy tables were designed 
through discussion among the core researchers. Some of the important tables and salient features 
of preliminary findings were discussed at the in-house workshop held at FPMU headquarters in 
Dhaka on 8th May 2008 and Research in Support of the National Food Policy Workshop held on 7-
8 July 2008 at BIAM foundation. 

Two validation workshops were held, one in Narsingdi on 9th September 2008 and another in 
Chilmari on 25th September 2008. The purpose of the workshops was to share preliminary findings 
with the local stakeholders comprising Upazila level GoB officials, UP level local body 
representatives and SSN beneficiary as well as non-beneficiary people from the four study 
villages. It was expected that relevant missing information and mistakes in analysis of the findings 
will be detected by crosschecking with the knowledge and ideas of local informants and their 
views would be incorporated in data analysis and interpretation to prepare the final report. The 
outcome of the stakeholder workshop and the comments and suggestions of the seminar helped 
finalizing the study. 
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Chapter – 2

Results and Discussion

2.1 A Brief Description of the Study Area

2.1.1 General Overview

The chars are areas of new land formed through a continuous process of erosion and sand 
deposition associated with the flow of major rivers. Usually, very poor people live in the chars who 
cannot afford to live and work in the mainland.  

2.1.2 Physical Features

The upper Jamuna chars are highly vulnerable to river erosion and flood and soil condition is very 
poor and sandy. In each generation, the char dwellers have shifted their house several times from 
one place to another. When some char is eroded and some other char formed, people move to the 
new char. High risk of flood limits the length of the post-flood crop season from October to April-
May but dry season crops can be grown only in limited area having alluvial soil while most parts of 
the Chars are sandy to sandy loam type. Thus, flood risk and soil type constrain production of 
crops particularly limiting yield and increasing the risk of crop failure and this is the main factor 
limiting employment and income opportunities of the people living in char areas. 

The Meghna Chars are less vulnerable to erosion and sand deposit and soil quality is better and 
productive. Still, they are also highly vulnerable to floods. Another advantage of Narsingdi chars is 
their better accessibility to industrial belt of Narsingdi as well as to the city of Dhaka. 

2.1.3 Demographic Characteristics

The four study villages had a total of 934 households and they had to live in very congested 
settlements since elevating land above the normal flood level is expensive and there is scarcity of 
settlement land as well as of cultivable land. 

Of the 934 households living in the four study villages, eight percent were female-headed. The 
study team interviewed a total of 378 of the 934 households and 57 of the interviewed households 
were female-headed. 

Table-1 below provides detailed information including enumerated number of households living in 
each study village, percentage of female-headed households and number of households 
interviewed in each study village.

Table 1: Study Villages at a Glance
Village Total Household % of F Headed HH Sample HH F Headed HH in the Sample

Char Doani 381 5% 100 14
Char Dighaldi 224 7% 100 9
Chourapara 87 17.5 79 12
Borobhita 242 12.5 99 22
Total 934 8% 378 57
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The subsequent tables are based on information related to 378 sample households interviewed 
during the study. Table-2 shows age structure of total population which reveals that about 41% of 
the household members are children of age below 15 years and another nine percent are elderly 
people of age 60 and above, meaning that only about one half of the population belong to the 
working age category. 

Table 2: Age Sex Composition of the Sample Household Members
Male Female Total %

Children <15 400 393 793 41
Working Age group 15-59 484 484 968 50
Old aged 82 87 169 9
Total 966 964 1930 100

Average household size is much lower in Kurigram compared to Narshindi in both male and 
female-headed categories (Table-3). One reason is the tendency of separating form parents by 
young couples within a few years of marriage in Kurigram mainly because of extreme poverty and 
low incentive to stay together in the absence of any farming unit to share and manage. Grown up 
children in Narsingdi continue to stay with parents in extended family structure because many 
have some landed property or other assets to operate as a production unit. 

Table 3: Household Demographic Structure

Type of HH

Char 
Doani, 
Narsingdi

Char 
Dighaldi, 
Narsingdi

Chourapara 
Kurigram

Borobhita 
Kurigram Total

Male Headed Households
Av. HH size 5.7 5.8 4.3 4.2 5.1
Earning Male per HH 1.6 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.4
Earning Female per HH 0.5 0.5 0.2 0.4 0.4
Dependency 2.8 2.9 2.7 2.5 2.7
Dependent per male earner 3.56 3.87 3.07 3.23 3.64
Female Headed Households
Av. HH size 3.5 4.2 1.6 2.1 2.7
Earning Male 0.6 0.9 0.1 0.2 0.4
Earning Female 1 1.2 0.9 0.9 1
Dependency 2.2 2 1.6 1.9 2
Dependent per male earner 5.8 4.67 16.0 10.5 6.75

The Female headed households are much smaller in size in both areas because the breadwinner 
is dead and in the households tended to split up particularly in Kurigram. Both male and female-
headed households in Narsingdi had higher number of male as well as female earners than in 
Kurigram mainly because of better economic opportunities. 

In the four villages, dependency ratio varied from 2.5 to 2.9 in the male-headed households 
against 1.6 to 2.2 in the female-headed households. Dependency ratio in the female-headed 
households tended to be lower because of smaller size of household and higher participation of 
women in economic activities mainly on necessity rather than by acquiring skills.   
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Dependent par male earner is a better indicator of income earning opportunities and by this 
criterion the female headed households were in very disadvantageous condition, position, as high 
as 16 members per earning male lived in village Chaurapara (Kurigram) female headed 
households compared to 4.7 in Char Doani of Narsingdi. Interestingly, the female headed 
households in Narsingdi had some earning males, presumably, grown up boys in households 
headed by widowed mother while elderly children tended to abandon mother in Kurigram, due to 
extreme poverty.

Tables 4, 5, 6 and 7 below provide distribution of male and female members in the male and 
female-headed households by occupation. The 321 male-headed households had a total of 544 
males of age 15 and above. Of them 85% were income earners and the distribution by occupation 
is provided in the extreme right column along with village wise details in the middle columns. 

Table 4: Occupation of Male members in Male Headed Household Age 15+

Occupation

Char 
Doani 

Narsingdi

Char 
Dighaldi 

Narsingdi
Chourapara 

Kurigram
Borobhita 
Kurigram

Percent 
Four 

villages 
combined

Agriculture 22 21 38 30 24.1
Fishing 14 16 4 2 7.8
Day labor 21 30 33 51 29.3
Rickshaw/Boat Driver 2 10 7 4 5
Artisan/Weaver 10 7 2 8 5.9
Industrial worker 27 12 4 1 9.5
Service/ Teaching 15 10 2 3 6.5
Business 25 27 1 0 11.5
Begging/Charity 0 2 0 0 0.4

Total Earners 136 135 91 99
461 

(85%)

Non Earners 20 30 18 15
82   

(15%)
Total Male Members 156 165 109 114 544

Only two occupations appeared prominently for the male earners in Kurigram (agriculture and day 
labor) while the occupation pattern was quite diversified in Narsingdi, about seven occupations 
seemed important (Table 4).    

Table 5: Occupation of Female members in Male Headed Household of Age 15 +
Occupation Char Doani Char Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita %
Fishing 0 1 0 0 0.7
Day Labor 1 2 3 5 8.1
Female Weaver 1 0 0 0 0.7
Business 1 1 0 0 1.5
Industrial Labor 9 28 0 0 27.2
Teaching/Service 1 1 0 0 1.5
Paid HH Chores 26 12 7 17 45.6
Begging/Charity 2 3 5 10 14.7
Total Earner 41 48 15 32 27.4
Non Earner 107 99 71 83 72.6
Total Females of age 15+ 148 147 86 115 496
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In the four villages taken together, only about 27 percent females in the male-headed households 
had some income earners and the remaining 73% were engaged in unpaid household chores 
only. Interestingly, women had higher participation in cash income earning in Narsingdi where 
poverty is lower than in Kurigram mainly because of differences in economic opportunities. 
Industrial work (mainly weaving) was quite common in one village of Narsingdi while another 
village in the area had plenty of paid household workers. Begging had higher incidence in 
Kurigram for the distressed women in the absence of any work opportunities.    

Table 6: Occupation of Male members in Female Headed Household of age 15+
Occupation Char Doani Char Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita %
Agriculture 2 1 0 0 13.6
Fishing 0 1 0 0 4.5
Day labor 0 2 0 4 27.3
Artisan/Weaver 0 3 0 0 13.6
Business 2 0 0 0 9.1
Industrial Labor 4 0 1 0 22.7
Service/ Teaching 0 1 0 1 9.1
Total Earner 8 8 1 5 100
Non Earner 0 0 0 0 0

The 57 sample female-headed households had only 22 males above age 15 and all of them were 
engaged in some income earning activities. Weaving was the main one in Narsingdi against day 
laboring in Kurigram.  

Table 7: Occupation of female members in Female Headed Household
Occupation Char Doani Char Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita %
Day labor 0 0 2 3 9.1
Business 1 1 0 0 3.6
Industrial Labor 5 4 0 0 16.4
Paid HH Chores 7 4 4 7 40
Begging/Charity 1 2 5 9 30.9
Total Earner 14 11 11 19 73
Non Earner 7 4 2 7 27
Total Female 21 15 13 26 75

The 57 female-headed households had a total of 75 females of age 15 and above and 73 percent 
of them were involved in some income earning activities. Please note contrast of this with Table 5, 
which showed only 27 percent women of male-headed households economically active.  

2.1.4 Land Holding and Tenancy Pattern

Tables 8 and 9 below provide information on land ownership pattern of the four study villages for 
male and female-headed households respectively. Of the 321 male-headed households 84 
percent appeared SSN target for owning no land or less than 15 decimals land. Almost all 
households of the two villages of Kurigram qualify for SSN (95 and 100 percent) as only the 
poorest households live in such vulnerable char land and most of them do not own even a piece of 
homestead land. In Narsingdi villages, landlessness and poverty were a bit lower, 23 to 30 percent 
male-headed households owning 15 decimals or more of cultivable land, hence not SSN target 
households.       
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Table 8: Land Holding Types in Male Headed HH
Land Holding Type Char Doani Char Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita %
No Bhita No Agriland 7 4 40 51 102
Own Bhita but No Agri Land 53 58 27 22 160
< 15 Decimal 6 2 0 0 8
SSN Target 66 64 67 73 270
% SSN Target 77 70 100 95 84
15-49 Decimal 9 11 0 1 21
50-99 Dc 8 6 0 2 16
100-149 Dec 3 9 0 0 12
150-249 Dec 0 1 0 1 2
SSN Non Target 20 27 0 4 51
Total HH 86 91 67 77 321

As evident from Table 9 below, most of the 57 female-headed households qualified to receive 
SSN benefits and even in the Narsingdi villages SSN non-target households were 11 to 14 
percent. 

Table 9: Land Holding Types in Female Headed HH

Land Holding Type
Char 
Doani

Char 
Dighaldi Chourapara

Borobhit
a %

No Bhita No Agriland 2 1 10 18 31
Own Bhita but No Agri 
Land 8 7 2 3 20
< 15 Decimal 2 0 0 0 2
SSN Target 12 8 12 21 53
% SSN Target 86 89 100 95 93
15-49 Decimal 2 0 0 0 2
50-99 Dc 0 1 0 0 1
100-149 Dec 0 0 0 0 0
150-249 Dec 0 0 0 1 1
SSN Non Target 2 1 0 1 4
Total HH 14 9 12 22 57

Table 10: Number of Farm Household and Tenancy Pattern

Tenancy Pattern Char Doani
Char 

Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total
Nu.of 
Farm Av.

Nu.of 
Farm Av.

Nu.of 
Farm Av.

Nu.of 
Farm Av.

Nu.of 
Farm Av.

Own Land 30 0.39 30 0.68 0 0 5 1 65 0.57
Share Land 15 0.67 11 0.57 52 0.78 30 0.73 108 0.73
Mortgaged 0 0 7 1.47 0 0 2 0.68 10 1.2
Leased 0 0 1 0.9 0 0 0 0 1 0.9
Rented 1 0.7 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.7
All Types 35 0.64 38 1 52 0.78 32 0.88 157 0.82
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Table 10 above shows tenancy pattern of all farm households. Of the 378 sample households in 
the four villages 157 (41.5%) cultivated some land in 2007-08. In Kurigram, most farmers are 
sharecroppers, while in Narsingdi, most farmers are owner-cultivators.  Average farm size was 
below one acre in all villages. 

2.1.5 Ownership of Livestock and other Assets

Table 11 below provides information containing number of households owning or rearing some 
cattle or other animals and average number of animals per owner/ rearing HH.

Table 11: Ownership of Livestock
Char Doani Char Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

Male 
Headed

Female 
Headed

Male 
Headed

Female 
Headed

Male 
Headed

F 
Headed

M 
Headed

Fe
m 
Hd 

M 
Hd F Hd

Own 
Cattle 15 0 17 2 25 0 25 3 82 5
Av. 
Cattle 2.5 0 4.2 2 5.1 0 4.3 2 4.6 2
CLP 
cattle 0 0 0 0 21 1 0 0 21 1
Av. 
Cattle 0 0 0 0 2.6 2 0 0 2.6 2
Share 
reared 
cattle 5 0 11 0 17 1 29 2 62 3
Av. 
Cattle 1.4 0 1.5 0 1.9 2 1.7 1 1.7 1.3
Own 
Goat/She
ep 11 2 16 1 26 0 17 1 70 4
Av Goat 
Sheep 1.5 1.5 1.8 2 1.3 0 1.6 2 1.5 1.3
Share 
reared 
Goat/ 
Sheep 7 1 9 1 17 1 24 3 57 7
Av Goat 
Sheep 1 1 1.4 1 1.5 2 1.6 1 1.5 1.2

In total, 82 of the 321 male-headed households (26%) had average 4.6 cattle and against five of 
the 57 female headed households (9%) owning average 2 cattle. Cattle owning and share rearing 
were quite common in Kurigram and one Kurigram village was also beneficiary of cattle donated 
by the Char Livelihoods Project of the DFID. Animal rearing was less common in Narsiongdi 
mainly because the households had diversity of income sources, hence not relying too much on it.

2.1.6 Housing Status and Access to Water Supply & Sanitation 

Dwelling house is a good indicator of poverty and trend of prosperity. Table 12 below shows 
housing type for male and female-headed households. 
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Table 12: Housing Status of the Sample Households

Housing 
Type

Char Doani
Char 

Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total
Male 
headed

Fem 
hdd

Male 
Hdd

Fem 
Hdd M Hdd Fem hdd

Male 
Headed

Fem 
Headed

Male 
Headed

F 
Headed

Semi Pucca 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
Four sided 
CI sheet 
Roof 
(Chouchala) 51 7 53 4 4 0 14 1 122 12
Two Sided 
CI Sheet roof 
(Doo chala) 27 4 33 5 39 3 28 7 127 19
Flat CI Sheet 
roof 
(Chapra) 8 3 4 0 15 6 21 9 48 18
Thatched 0 0 0 0 9 2 12 3 21 5
Owned      
No House 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 2
All types 86 14 91 9 67 12 77 22 321 57

Of the 321 male headed and 57 female-headed households, two each did not own any house and 
they had to sleep in some relatives’ house from time to time. Only one male- headed household 
owned a semi-pucca house in Narsingdi. Thatched house also has become very rare because of 
easy availability of low cost (however less durable) CI sheet almost everywhere and people’s 
preference to build CI sheet house to avoid remaking thatched roof almost every year. 

Even very poor household purchase a few pieces of CI sheet whenever some savings is available 
and then builds a flat CI sheet roof (chapra). When some more money is available they make a 
two-sided roof (doo chala) and ultimately a four-sided roof (chou chala). Least expensive chapra 
and less expensive doo chala are common in Kurigram villages while Chow chala is more 
common in Narsingdi. 

2.1.7 Access to Financial Service

Table 13 below provides a picture of the access to financial services of the male and female-
headed households of the study villages. 

On the whole, 39% male-headed and 12% female-headed households had current loans as of 
end 2007. Assess to loan was particularly low in the two villages of Kurigram where no MFIs 
operate and only informal loans are available and that too is very limited for the extreme poor. 

Average of total outstanding loan per borrower was Tk. 17,626 for male-headed households and 
Tk. 10,429 for female-headed households. Average borrower in the two categories had 1.51 and 
1.14 loans and average loan size was Tk. 11,657 and Tk. 9,125 respectively. 

In the four villages taken together, MFI was the main source of loan followed by relatives and cash 
interest bearing informal loans. These two were the most prominent ones in Kurigram in the 
absence of any MFIs and Banks. Narsindi villages had some access to Banks and good access to 
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MFIs. Land mortgage too was visible in Narsingdi only since Kurigram households are almost 
entirely landless.

Table 13: Access to Financial Services of the Sample Households

Source Description
Male 
Headed

Female 
Headed

Micro Finance Institution 
(Grameen Bank and NGOs)

Number of Loan 68 4

Av.Tk 7,750 7,500
Cooperatives Number of Loan 3 1

Av.Tk 6,667 10,000
Land Mortgage (Informal) Number of Loan 15 1

Av.Tk 16,400 20,000
Cash Interest (Informal) Number of Loan 31 0

Av.Tk 15,871 0
Kind Interest (Informal) Number of Loan 8 1

Av.Tk 16,563 10,000
Money lender (Informal) Number of Loan 7 1

Av.Tk 10,425 3,000
Commercial Bank (Formal) Number of Loan 16 0

Av.Tk 18,563 0
Relatives (Informal) Number of Loan 41 0

Av.Tk 10,140 0

All Sources

Number of Loan 189 8
Av.Tk 11,657 9,125
Nu. Of borrower 125 7
% Borrower 38.90% 12.30%
Loan/HH 1.51 1.14
Av amount of Loan 
(Tk) 17,626 10,429

2.1.8 An Overview of the Study Area by Selected Development Indicators

Based on the interview of 378 households Table 14 below provides a comparison of the study 
villages in terms of selected development indicators. It shows some interesting results as noted 
below:

 Functional adult literacy (grade V and above) was 12% for males and 7% for females in the 
four villages taken together. The literacy gap between sexes was higher in Kurigram than 
in Narsingdi villages.

 In the four villages taken together 53% boys and 61% girls of age 6 to 10 were enrolled 
against 60% boys and 76% girls of age 11 to 14. Primary School enrolment is said to have 
reached about 90% nationally but it remained low at about 60% in the chars. Surprisingly, 
younger children had lower enrolment ratio than older children possibly because school 
enrolment starts late at age 7 to 8 rather than in age 5 to 6. School enrolment for girls 
tended to be higher than that of boys particularly of age 11 to 14. Female secondary 
school stipend was the main contributor to it.
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 About 29 percent boys and 9% girls of age 10 to 14 were economically active or child 
labor. Girls were less frequently engaged as child labor partly for social protection allowed 
to the girls by the parents and the community at one hand and for school stipend program 
attracting them to schools. Boys of the poor families are less fortunate in this regard who 
must work more frequently particularly when parents cannot earn enough to feed the whole 
family and afford them sending to schools.

 About 31% of the male-headed and 19% of the female-headed households reported to 
have paid dowry to marry out daughter. Dowry was less frequent in the female-headed 
households because of their insolvency to make such expenses. This however does not 
mean that 69% male headed and 81% female-headed households did not pay dowry. It 
could be the case that others did not marry out daughter in the recent past so did not so 
reported. While household interview produced this result, open discussion with groups of 
informants when no particular household was pointed indicated much higher reporting of 
dowry. Such discussion revealed that rarely any wedding takes place without dowry. To 
such informants, entertaining guests and paying gifts beyond the wish and financial 
capacity of the bride’s family is also dowry. In the Jamuna Chars of Kurigram cattle was 
most frequent dowry. 

   
Table 14: An Overview of the Study Villagers by Selected Development Indicators

Char Doani
Char 
Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

Functional Literacy (% of adult male with 
Grade V and above education) 12 10 17 11 12
Functional Literacy (% of adult female 
with Grade V and above education) 7 11 7 6 7
School Enrolment of Boys (% of boys of 
age 6 to10 currently enrolled) 41 52 63 74 53
School Enrolment Girls (% of girls of age 
6 to10 currently enrolled) 39 77 70 62 61
School Enrolment Boys (% of boys of 
age 11 to 14 currently enrolled) 46 65 69 70 60
School Enrolment Girls (% of boys of 
age 11 to 14 currently enrolled) 68 76 93 71 76
Child Labor Boys (Age 10-14)% 43 27 15 15 29
Child Labor Girls (Age 10-14)% 14 6 7 7 9
Dowry Male Headed (% of male-headed 
households paid dowry in daughter’s 
marriage) 43 48 15 23 31
Dowry Female Headed (% of female-
headed households paid dowry) 36 44 0 9 19
Child Marriage for Males (% of Males 
married before age 21) 2 1 1 8 3
Child Marriage for Females (% of 
Females married before age 18) 2 1 0 3 1
Widow/Divorced/Abandoned women % 
age 18+ 25 16 15 18 19

 Child marriage was reported rampant particularly in Kurigram in the open discussion or 
FGD but the household demographic data checked for age below 18 for girls and below 21 
for boys revealed very low incidence of child marriage, 3% for boys below 21 and 1% for 
girls below 18. Only village Boro Bhita had higher incidence of child marriage. This finding 
was however not agreed by the informants in the stakeholder workshop. The workshop 
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participants in Chilmari of Kurigram said that the informants might have deliberately stated 
age of married children above the lower limits (18 and 21) since they are aware of the law 
that children cannot be married below such ages. 

 One alarming information was that as high as 19% of the women of age 18 and above are 
widowed, divorced, separated or abandoned by husband indicating high economic and 
social vulnerability. Every fifth women in such vulnerability signals that appropriate 
measures must be taken to improve their social status and halt the process of further 
deterioration. 

2.2 Food Security and Disaster Vulnerability 

2.2.1 Food Security

Table 15 below provides information related to the status of food security of the sample 
households of the four study villages. The local informants saw food security as the household’s 
ability to feed all members three meals a day and its absence was considered food insecurity. 
Respondents were asked to state for how many months during the preceding year, 2007, the 
household was food secure by this criterion. 

By the above criterion, food insecurity appeared nearly universal in Kurigram Chars, only 0.5% 
household having food security to the extent of nine months and above while all others faced 
acute food insecurity, some 96% having food deficit or inadequate access to food for more than 
six months. In two Narsingdi Chars, 19 and 30 percent households had food security for nine 
months and above, while 24 and 46 percent households had food insecurity for more than six 
months 

Table 15: Status of Food Security of the Sample Households

Char Doani
Char 

Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

M F M F M F M F M F 

1-2 Months 8 3 1 0 19 4 34 12 62 19

3-5 Months 23 5 25 3 39 8 36 9 123 25

6-8 Months 41 4 43 5 9 0 6 1 99 10
9-12 
Months 14 2 22 1 0 0 1 0 37 3
% < 6 
Months 36 57 29 33 87 100 91 96 58 77
% > 6 
Months 64 43 71 67 13 0 9 4.5 42.4 22.8

   

2.2.2 Disaster Vulnerability and Flood Relief Received 

Disaster vulnerability was assessed by a proxy indicator of the effects of the 2007 floods on the 
respondent households considering the timing of the disaster that occurred only a few months 
before the interview, still in fresh memory of the respondents. 
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Table 16 below provides the effects of the flood damage in 2007 on the sample households, 
whether reported affected or not, and response on the flood relief received.  

In the four villages taken together, 218 of the 321 male-headed (70%) and 25 of the 57 female-
headed households (44%) were affected by the floods in 2007. Female-headed households 
appeared affected less frequently because they had little or no assets, particularly crop land to be 
affected. Fifty six percent of the affected male-headed households and 68% of the affected 
female-headed households received some relief in the aftermath of the flood and average value of 
assistance received was Tk. 1,738 and 1,444 respectively. It is praiseworthy that female-headed 
households received assistance more than proportionately indicating favorable targeting criteria 
applied although average amount received by the female-headed affected households was 17 
percent lower than that of male-headed households, presumably because of lower losses of the 
female-headed households. 

Table 16: Flood Damage and Flood Relief Received by the Sample Households in 2007
Char 
Doani Char Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

M F M F M F M F M F 
Affected HH 58 6 60 4 50 4 50 11 218 25
HH Helped 14 0 14 2 48 4 46 11 122 17
Av Amount 
Received Tk 756 0 1,414 1,000 2,427 1,088 1,396 1,655 1,738 1,444
Not Affected 28 8 31 5 17 8 27 11 103 32
HH Helped 5 0 7 1 14 7 22 9 48 17
Av Amount 
Received Tk 1,120 0 1,000 1,600 1,733 1,436 902 1,150 1,181 1,294

A total of 103 male-headed (32%) and 32 female-headed households (56%) reported themselves 
not flood affected meaning that they did not experience loss of crop or other losses due to floods, 
many because they had nothing to loose. Forty seven percent of the non-affected male-headed 
households and 53% of the non-affected female-headed households however received flood relief 
considering poverty. 

Average beneficiaries received higher amounts in Kurigram compared to that of Narsingdi which is 
justified by higher poverty and disaster vulnerability. However, within Kurigram, average amount 
received was higher in Chaurapara, a village closer to Upazila headquarters than that of Borohita, 
a very remote village. Within Narsingdi, average beneficiaries received higher amounts in village 
Char Dighaldi which is incidentally the village of UP chair than Char Doani, the next village from 
Char Dighaldi. 
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Chapter – 3
Key Findings

3.1     Social Safety Net Programs of the Government of Bangladesh

During the last two decades, the Government of Bangladesh (GOB) has been pursuing a number 
of social safety net programs. As many as 27 SSN programs are mentioned in the PRSP and the 
most important ones include VGD, VGF, FFW/CFW, Old Age Allowance, Widowed or Distressed 
Women Allowance, Disability Allowance and Distressed Freedom Fighters’ Allowance. The PRSP 
envisaged reaching the following number of beneficiaries by these programs annually. 

Table 17: Major SSN Programs with PRSP Targets 2005-06

Program
PRSP Targets        (Number 

of Beneficiaries)

VGD 500,000

VGF 240,000

FFW/ CFW 1,000,000

Old Age Allowance 1,500,000

Widow Allowance 163,000

Disability Allowance 104,000

Freedom Fighter Allowance 70,000

Total of above 3,577,000
Source: PRSP matrix on the SSN 2005-06

Table 17 above shows a target of reaching over 3.58 million beneficiaries annually by the major 
programs. To the above was compared budgetary allocation of the GoB on the major SSN 
programs and estimates of corresponding targets which is elaborated in Table 17. 

Table 18: Important Social Safety Net Programs Directly Transferring 
Resources to the Poor 2005-06 to 2008-09

SSN Type
Beneficiary Numbers 

2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09

VGD 500,000 555,000 736,000 736,000

Old Age Allowance 1,500,000 1,700,000 1,700,000 2,000,000

Widow Allowance 625,000 825,000 825,000 900,000

Disability Allowance 104,000 200,000 200,000 200,000

Maternity Allowance - - 45,000 60,000

Freedom Fighter Allowance 70,000 100,000 100,000 100,000

War Injured Freedom Fighter 8,000 8,000

All Long Term SSN 2,799,000 3,380,000 3,659,000 4,064,000

FFW (assume one month per worker) 1,000,000    1,190,148 440,000 1,191,000

Cash for Work (assuming 1mm/w) 370,000

VGF (Three months per beneficiary) 240,000    3,125,000 5,000,000 2,500,000

Test Relief  (one time grant) 100,000 1,700,000 1,429,000 1,905,000

GR-Food (one time grant) 6,400,000 6,400,000 6,400,000 6,400,000

Food Assistance in CHT 180,000 180,000
100 days employment scheme 2,000,000
All Short Term SSN Programs 7,740,000 12,415,148 13,009,000 12,985,000

Source: PRSP and Budget documents                                          
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The above table indicates quite high coverage of SSN programs already achieved. The top four to 
six long-term programs of Table 18 were targeted to reach about four million beneficiaries as per 
budget allocation in 2008-09. The program design is such that one household is likely to benefit 
from just one program. Assuming average household size of three for the very poor, about 12 
million people should have been reached by the long-term programs alone. In 2005, about one 
fourth of the population belonged to extreme poor category, meaning about 37.5 million people 
eligible to receive SSN benefits. Hence, about one third of the target people should have been 
reached. The BIDS estimate of eligible people was 23.9 million at the stage of preparing PRSP. 

Besides long-term programs, about seven major short-term programs; like FFW/CFW, VGF and 
the recently introduced 100 days employment scheme intended to reach over 13 million 
beneficiaries or about 52 million people. If one exclude GR and TR which are of very short 
duration and assistance per beneficiary is also nominal (one time grant of 10 kg rice after flood or 
a few days employment in TR works) short term SSN beneficiary would be around 5 million 
household or about 20 million people. Combining short and long-term programs, about 30 million 
people or 21 percent of the country population indicating that a little over or one half of the poor 
people (52.5%) should have been covered under the SSN programs.

3.2    The Programs Covered under the Study

As indicated under section 1.4 on the approach and methodology, the study focus was accorded 
to four programs considering their relevance to direct transfer of resources in cash or kind, the 
extent of coverage and the likelihood of the beneficiaries responding to questions due to the 
nature of the benefits directly reaching the target households and the convenience of cross-
checking with the list obtained from the concerned Upazila and Union Parishad. 

The four programs focused under the study are (a) Vulnerable Group Development, (b) Old Age 
Allowance, (c) Widow Allowance, and (d) Vulnerable Group Feeding. The first 3 programs account 
for 92 percent of about 3.9 million longer-term program beneficiaries while the fourth one is the 
most important among the short-term programs (Pl see Table 17 above). A few other short-term 
programs are important in terms of number of beneficiaries such as the FFW, which is actually 
and employment support program operating for quite long time, and the recently introduced 100 
days program, which was initiated after the start of the study. The TR and GR have wide coverage 
but these are of very short duration disaster relief activities. 

Vulnerable Group Development: 

Vulnerable Group Development is the most important among Social Safety Net Programs in 
Bangladesh. Currently, each beneficiary household is provided monthly assistance of 30 kg rice or 
25 kg atta (coarse flour of wheat) worth about Tk. 750 and this assistance is provided to each 
household for 24 consecutive months hoping that by this time the household will regain the 
capacity to earn enough to feed its members.  The VGD focuses nutritional status of malnourished 
women and children and aims to enhance the income-earning capacity and self-reliance of ultra-
poor and food-insecure women in order to ensure their graduation into mainstream development 
program. The program presently covers about 750,000 ultra-poor rural women (female-headed 
households) that are vulnerable to chronic crisis in all of the 481 Upazilas (sub-districts) of 64 
districts of Bangladesh.
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VGD takes a holistic approach, combining food aid with a development package. The targeting of 
women and distribution of food on a monthly basis is managed by a Union Parishad VGD 
Committee comprised of male and female agricultural extension workers, NGO staff, Union 
Parishad members and three VGD women.

Selection Criteria for VGD:

 The VGD cardholder would be vulnerable woman of age 18 to 49 with preferential 
treatment to (a) female-headed household or distressed woman/widow/ divorced/ 
abandoned by husband, (b) wife of disabled husband 

 Must be physically and mentally sound (disabled ones would qualify for disability 
allowance)

 Irregular income or income below Tk. 300 per capita per month, hence in chronic food 
insecurity, i.e. members of the households often skips meals due to insufficient food. 

 Household owning no land, or less than 0.15 acres of land. 
 Households owning no productive asset/ income earning asset 
 Households survive on casual labor 

Exclusion Criteria: Besides the above inclusion criteria to qualify a poor household for VGD, there 
are a few exclusion criteria such as: 

 Not beneficiary of VGD in the past 
 One household just one VGD card; so, no other person in the same household holds or 

held VGD card
 Not beneficiary of other SSN program or member of NGO

Financial allocation provided in the budget of 2008-09 was equivalent to providing this assistance 
to 736,000 beneficiaries, which is close to the target of 750,000. 

Vulnerable Group Feeding

VGF is a form of gratuitous relief. This program is normally launched during disaster and in the 
aftermath of disasters. The WFP started its relief activities as VGF Program in Bangladesh among 
the poorest women from 1975 under projects BGD 2226. VGF has been later converted to a larger 
program, which is the present day VGD but a program bearing the name VGF is still in operation. 
Usually it is provided for three months and each month a beneficiary receives 10 kg rice.  
Reaching a total of 2.5 million beneficiaries was targeted in the budget of 2008-09 and the WFP 
provided an allotment of 84,795 MT rice for this purpose in September 2008.  

VGF cover was higher, about 5 million beneficiaries in the preceding year (2007-08). It helped the 
poor in a year that experienced two consecutive floods and SIDR affecting large areas of the 
country. This year, it has been reduced to nearly half. But this has been more than compensated 
by a newly introduced 100 days employment support to benefit about 2 million people, each to 
earn Tk. 10,000 during two otherwise lean seasons of work. This supports another policy of 
enhancing work opportunities rather than distributing relief to reduce “relief mentality”.  
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Old age allowance

Old Age Allowance was introduced in Bangladesh for the first time in Bangladesh in 1998 to cover 
only 10 very old and poorest persons per Union Parishad or about 44,000 beneficiaries. This was 
increased gradually to 1,315,000 in 2002-03 and now in 2008-09 increased to 2,000,000 
beneficiaries and allowance increased to Tk. 250 per month. 

The eligibility criteria include minimum age of 65 (gradually increased from 57), yearly income not 
exceeding Tk. 3,000, landholding not exceeding 0.50 acres for the concerned household, not 
beneficiary of pension, VGD and other long term SSN programs, not living in the city/ pourasova 
areas, not beneficiary of NGOs/social welfare organizations, household member not holding 
regular employment in any government agency or NGOs, not engaged in begging, not vagrants, 
and not working as day labor or housemaid. Old age allowance is payable for the rest of the life of 
the beneficiary. Fifty percent of the beneficiaries enrolled each year must be women. 

Allowance for Widowed and Distressed Women

This is popularly known as widow allowance since most beneficiaries are widowed women. This 
may also include poor and otherwise distressed women abandoned by husband, are divorced or 
do not have any dependable earning member in the household. Currently 900,000 women are 
beneficiaries of the program and each beneficiary receives monthly allowance of Tk. 250 as per 
budget of 2008-09.  

The selection criteria include:

 Elderly women, disabled women, widowed/divorced/abandoned women, 
 Landless 
 At least two children below age 16 (should have said no children of working age 15 and 

above) 
 Not employed in any GoB agency/ NGO 
 Not beneficiary of any pension program/ VGD/ other SSN/ assistance from NGO or social 

welfare organizations
 Not remarried after enrolled to receive widow allowance

3.3 Other Important Programs 

A number of other programs were visible in the study villages. These include (1) Disability 
Allowance, (2) Freedom Fighter Allowance, (3) Maternity Allowance and (4) One hundred days 
Employment Support Program. These are briefly described below:

Disability Allowance 

Currently 200,000 beneficiaries are targeted to reach as per budget of 2008-09 and each 
beneficiary receives Tk. 250 per month, which was Tk. 220 per month a year ago. This is a long-
term support program and implemented nation wide.
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Selection Criteria:

 Yearly per capita income not exceeding Tk. 6,000
 Must be physically or mentally disabled 
 Must be permanent resident of the UP
 Age 30 or above, age relax able in the case of poor disabled students (age 6+)
 Homeless and landless disabled will get priority

Exclusion Criteria:

 Beneficiary of old-age/ other SSN
 Beneficiary of pension

Freedom Fighter allowance

Freedom Fighter Allowance was visible in all villages, although the limited samples had a few 
cases only. Nation wide, one lac insolvent freedom fighters are supported with monthly allowance 
of Tk. 720 which was Tk. 600 in 2007-08. This is a long-term program. 

Maternity Allowance

This is a newly introduced program started in 2007-08 with 45,000 beneficiaries and increased to 
60,000 beneficiaries in 2008-09. This program was highly appreciated by the target as well as 
non-target households. Each beneficiary mother receives Tk. 3,600 and this can support the 
beneficiary during later part of pregnancy and early lactating period when she cannot work and 
there by earn cash income. Women of very poor households deserve this support up to maximum 
two years. 

One hundred days Employment Support Program

This program has been introduced only recently and started operating during the later part of 
2008. Two million beneficiaries are targeted to be reached this year. Each beneficiary would work 
100 days during two lean periods of work (once after monsoon but before start of harvesting the 
main crop- aman paddy) and again after competing the planting of boro paddy but before start of 
its harvest. Daily wage has been set at Tk. 100 which is a bit lower than market wage rate for male 
workers but a bit higher than the prevailing wage rate of female workers. The wage rate structure 
will provide a sort of self-targeting method by excluding the relatively better off category who 
would find work elsewhere and the very poor, particularly women will be encouraged to join. The 
implementers were already telling that they were facing difficulty to engage good labor meaning 
physically strong male workers who can carry heavy loads.  

3.4 Coverage and Extent of Benefits Received by the Sample 
Households

Over the last few years SSN coverage improved considerably, the long-term programs (VGD, Old 
Age Allowance, Widow Allowance, Disability Allowance etc.) reaching about four million recipients 
benefiting over 12 million people and the short-term programs reaching over 13 million recipients. 
The long-term programs have very little overlapping while the short-term programs even with 
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some allowance for overlapping should be reaching over 5 million recipients benefiting over 20 
million people assuming household size of 4 per poorest household (poor households are usually 
divided hence small in size).  This means that SSN programs benefit over 12 million recipients, 
meaning about 36 to 40 million people or about one fourth of the country population, which 
corresponds to the proportion below the lower poverty line (very poor).  

Table 19 below provides the study findings as to number of sample households benefited by 
specific SSN programs during 2007. On the whole, 110 of the 321 male-headed households 
(34%) and 35 of the 57 female-headed households (61%) received some SSN benefits. On the 
45% of target households in the four villages received some SSN benefits. This is a bit lower than 
53% estimated to have reached assuming 100% utilization of allocated resources, no overlapping 
and no mis-targeting. 

Overlapping in the sample households was rather low, 7.3 and 5.7 percent in the case of male and 
female-headed households respectively. With the exclusion of VGF, which is a short-term program 
(for three to four months providing 10 to 15 kg rice per household per month in the aftermath of 
flood or other disaster) SSN cover comprised 62 and 33 cards indicating that the female-headed 
households were longer term rather than short-terms benefits considering the nature of 
vulnerability. Male-headed households were provided short-term benefits more frequently since 
their vulnerability are of seasonal nature. This reflects good judgment on the part of the local 
decision makers (the UP chair, members, Upazila executives etc).   

Table 19: Number of beneficiary HH and Av. Amount Received for Various SSN Programs 
SSN 
Type Description

Char Doani Char Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

Male  
Headed

F 
Headed

M 
Headed

F 
Headed M Headed

F 
Headed M Headed F Headed

M 
Headed

F 
Headed

VGD Nu.of Card 12 3 5 2 11 3 5 1 33 9

Av. Amount 6,000 6,000 6,000 6,000 4,750 5,333 6,000 6,000 5,643 5,750

VGF Nu.of Card 10 0 13 1 29 2 4 1 56 4

Av. Amount 1,800 0 1,800 1,800 1,800 1,350 1,800 1,800 1,800 1,575

Old Age Nu.of Card 9 8 8 2 4 3 3 6 24 19

Av. Amount 2,640 2,640 2,640 2,640 2,640 2,173 2,640 2,640 2,640 2,558

Widow Nu.of Card 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 2 1 5

Av. Amount 2,640 2,640 0 2,640 0 0 0 2,640 2,640 2,640

Maternity Nu.of Card 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0

Av. Amount 0 0 0 0 1,800 0 0 0 1,800 0
Freedom 
Fighter Nu.of Card 0 0 1 0 0 0 2 0 3 0

Av. Amount 0 0 7,200 0 0 0 7,200 0 7,200 0

All Types Nu.of Card 32 12 27 7 45 8 14 10 118 37

Av. Amount 3,611 3,510 3,058 3,394 2,533 3,153 4,251 2,892 3,149 3,244

Total HH 30 11 26 6 40 8 14 10 110 35
% of 
Sample 34.9 78.6 28.6 66.7 59.7 66.7 18.2 45.5 34.3 61.4
Av. 
Amount/HH 3,852 3,829 3,175 3,960 2,849 3,153 4,251 2,892 3,378 3,429

Average benefit received from all SSN programs taken together per beneficiary was Tk. 3,378 and 
Tk. 3,429 for the male and female-headed households respectively.
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3.5      Leakages

Recorded leakage during the survey was rather low. Discussion in the validation workshop 
confirmed that leakages were actually low as stated not only by the UP chairs and members but 
also by the Upazila officials and civil society representatives like teachers. Both beneficiary and 
non-beneficiary local people also agreed in the workshop that the leakages were generally low. 
However, there were whispers in the villages of higher leakage but this was termed as hue and cry 
on the part of the non-beneficiary people who could not be served mainly because of limited 
allocations. 

Three forms of leakages were identified during the study and are briefly described below in the 
three sub sections. Discussion below reveals that one percent on bribing, seven percent on mal-
targeting and three percent on receiving less than prescribed amounts; total leakage was about 
eleven percent. 

3.5.1 Benefits accruing to non-target households

Within the 378 sample households of which 145 are SSN beneficiaries, only five households 
(3.4%) held land holding (above 15 decimals) or substantial income earning assets like engine 
boats. Actually, three households were landowners and two others owned engine boats. Hence, it 
can be said that the beneficiary households in about 97 percent cases met the targeting criteria 
indicating rather limited leakage on this account. With the exclusion of the VGF, proportion of non-
target beneficiaries is about 5 percent. 

One of the selection criteria is that there is no overlapping of programs benefiting the same 
household. In our sample of 378 households of which about 98 are beneficiaries of long-term SSN 
programs, the extent of overlapping is only about two percent (only one household receiving old 
age allowance and VGD while another household receiving widow allowance and VGD). 
Combining overlapping and non-target, the extent of leakage comes to around seven percent in 
the case of long term SSN.   

3.5.2 Receiving less than prescribed amounts

The second form of leakage was delivering benefits in less than prescribe amounts and that took 
place in the case of food assistance, mainly rice. The UP representatives agreed that amount 
delivered is not 100 percent accurate in weight and usually they have to give one kg or half kg less 
than prescribed amounts (against 30 kg). Hence, the leakage is 1.7 to 3.4 percent. The stated 
reason are: (a) when UP receives supply in 82 to 85 kg sacks, they receive one or two kg less, (b) 
when they receive delivery of the food, they have to pay some tips and extra labor cost to 
warehouse staff, (c) the transport cost provided – only about Tk. 200 per MT is too inadequate to 
meet the cost, and (d) the UP has to pay some remuneration or tips to labor and koyal for 
handling, weighing, loading and unloading etc. and that is paid usually in kind. The above 
expenses have to be adjusted and that happens by giving say half kg less to each recipient.  
Interestingly, several UP representatives said that even the army accepts delivering half kg less 
but they become angry if delivered, say 2 kgs less. 
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3.5.3 Extent of Bribing 

Two conflicting information emerged on the extent of bribing. One was a whisper of rampant 
bribing particularly for receiving VGD card. It was said that each individual has to bribe Tk. 300 to 
Tk. 1000, usually Tk. 500 to receive VGD card. This implies about 4 percent leakage. But when 
individual beneficiary household was asked whether the household had to bribe to receive such 
benefit, it was generally denied but a few did state that they had to bribe. 

Table 20 below provides the number of SSN beneficiaries including and excluding VGF and the 
percentage of male and female-headed households reporting the need for paying bribe to receive 
SSN benefits. 

Table 20: Whether the Sample Households Bribed for Receiving SSN Benefits

Particulars Char Doani
Char 
Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

All Households
Number of SSN Beneficiary household 41 32 48 24 145
Percentage reported bribing 22 12.5 0 33 14.5
SSN Beneficiary excluding VGF 31 19 28 20 98
Percentage reporting bribing (assuming 
all bribing in long term programs only) 29 21 0 40 23
Female Headed Households
Number of SSN Beneficiary household 11 6 8 10 35
Percentage reported bribing 27 17 0 40 23
SSN Beneficiary excluding VGF 11 5 6 9 31
Percentage reporting bribing (assuming 
all bribing in long term programs only) 27 20 0 44 26

Of the 145 SSN beneficiaries (all SSN and both male and female-headed) 14.5 percent reported 
that they had to bribe. This was 23 percent of long-term SSN beneficiaries while it was reported 
that the extent of bribing was nil in the case of VGF/ short term post flood relief. 

Surprisingly, the female headed households tended to bribe more than proportionately, 26% 
against long term SSN and 23 percent against all SSN. 

Based on the above, it can be stated that about one fourth of the SSN beneficiaries bribed 
4% of the benefits received which means that roughly one percent of the allocation was 
spent on bribing. 

The instances of bribing appeared high in Boro Bhita, the remotest village in Kurigram. Both the 
villages of Narsingdi had higher instances of bribing, a bit lower in Char Dighaldi, the village of the 
UP chairman and a bit higher in Char Doani, a neighbourring village of Char Dighaldi but both very 
far from the Upazila and district headquarters. Village Chourapara of Kurigram reported no bribing, 
a village very close to Upazila but this could have hided bribing since the Women UP Member 
belongs to the same community where the interviews were held. 

Table 21 below provides a distribution of the recipients of bribe as reported by the respondents. Of 
the 21 respondent reported to have paid bribe, as many as 15 said that the UP Member was 
recipient while none blamed UP chair directly receiving any bribe. The second group of recipient 
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was reportedly “collection agent” who hand over the same to the UP Members after taking their 
commission. Only one of the 21 fingered at the UP Secretary. 

Table 21: Who Received Bribe from the Sample Households

Char Doani
Char 
Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

Chairman 0 0 0 0 0
Member 7 2 0 6 15
Secretary 0 1 0 0 1
Collection Agent 2 1 0 2 5
Total 9 4 0 8 21

The above information was cross-checked at the Upazila level and the officials also fingered at the 
UP members to be directly involved in the transaction of bribe and stated that, “the UP chairmen 
do not usually get involved in such nasty activity to maintain their image in the locality. 

3.6   Accessing Channels and Linkage to Power Structure

While direct bribing was reported rather infrequently, prioritization was not purely based on the 
ranking by poverty or vulnerability. The UP executives tended to say that, in a community of say 
300 poor households limited allocation can benefit only about 20 or 30, hence the remaining 270 
or 280 must remain un-served at least for the next one or two years. But it does not happen that 
the poorest 10 percent are served first and the next ones in the coming years. To have an 
assessment of how the recipients were actually selected, the current beneficiaries were asked 
“how he or she was the one receiving SSN benefits while many other poor people are yet to 
receive such benefits”. To this question, interesting responses came up and Table 22 provides 
categorization of such responses.  

Table 22: How the Sample Respondents were Selected for SSN 

Selection Consideration Char Doani
Char 
Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

Social Connection/ have some 
relatives to influence or approach UP 
Member or Chairman 8 11 22 6 47
Agreed to Bribe 9 4 0 8 21
Belongs to Vote Bank/ worked during 
election 12 14 1 1 28
Purely on the ground of poverty, no 
other consideration 12 3 25 9 49
All responses 41 32 48 24 144

Theoretically, the extent of poverty or vulnerability is the sole criteria to justify inclusion under the 
SSN program. The poverty criteria of course was applied but to this several other considerations 
appeared prominently. The most important one was “social connection, meaning that the target 
household must have some relative or friend to approach UP Chairman or Member”. Otherwise 
some other person would get the benefit, given limited allocation. As high as 47 (about one third) 
of the current beneficiaries themselves reported to have such social connection and they were 
proud to claim such connection. In the poor communities having such connection is an asset- a 
pride and nobody considered that it could imply injustice to other poor. 
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Another important channel was belonging to the vote bank of an influential member or chairman to 
qualify for prioritization. About one fifth of the current beneficiaries themselves reported to be 
getting benefit through this channel. The third channel was bribing and as noted earlier some 
14.5% agreed to have paid bribe. 

The remaining 49 (34%) of the beneficiary households stated that they were selected purely on 
consideration of poverty and despite not having any relative, was not required to bribe, and vote 
bank was not the prime consideration. 

The above findings were shared with the informants in the two Upazila level stakeholder 
workshops and was endorsed, rather reinforced. Some UP executives said that from many poor 
people, we have to prioritize “our poor” meaning the next-door neighbors, those belonging to the 
same village etc. To them “it is their right”. To some others, it is to some extent favoring “own 
people” but they must satisfy the selection criteria. If they do satisfy selection criteria, there is 
nothing wrong. Others did say that it is some sort of “favoritism” but of course not corruption so 
long the selected ones are also poor and satisfies the targeting criteria. 

3.7 Possibility of Local Participation in SSN Management

One main objective of the study was to assess the possibility of enhancing local participation, and 
if so who should participate and how. This would also view the perceived benefits and risks of 
participation. Information related to the above was collected from the interview of 378 sample 
households in the four villages along with the discussion with groups of local government 
representatives and other informants in the four study villages. The findings are described briefly 
in the following sub sections.      

3.7.1 Desirability of Enhanced Local Participation Viewed by the Respondents

Table 23 below provides the respondents’ view of the possibility of local participation in the SSN 
management given the social context. About one fourth of the 378 respondent households did not 
provide any definite answer or said that they don’t have any definite reply. Of the remaining 284, 
roughly one half (49%) were in favor of enhancing local participation while the other half (51%) did 
not see local participation as an essential strategy to improve SSN service delivery. To the second 
half, the present system of selection and distributing through the elected local body is an 
appropriate one and any further improvement must take into consideration of the improving the 
functioning of the Union Parisad. 

Table 23: Whether Community Participation is Possible and Desirable

Char Doani
Char 
Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

Yes “local participation desirable” 24 39 46 29 138
No “local participation is not needed 
and it will not add much to quality of 
SSN service delivery” 68 53 8 17 146
Total Definite Response 92 92 54 46 284
Don’t Know/ No Response 8 8 25 53 94
Total Informants interviewed 100 100 79 99 378
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Interestingly, the proportion of no response/ don’t know was higher in Chourapara and Borobhita 
(Kurigram) while negative reply was more frequent in Narsingdi villages.   

3.7.2 Perceived Benefits of Local Participation

For the affirmative responses, the informants were asked to opine on the likely benefits of local 
participation. To most of them 122 of the 138 respondents favoring local participation, better 
targeting was viewed as the most potential benefit. This is an important observation in a situation 
where some sort of nepotism determines accessibility indicating that poverty and vulnerability are 
seen as necessary rather than sufficient condition to ensure access. Other benefits foreseen were 
reduced leakage and quick delivery. Table 24 below summarizes the informants’ view of the 
benefits of participation. 

Table 24: Perceived Benefit of Participation 

Char Doani
Char 
Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

Better targeting 21 32 42 27 122
Reduced Leakage 2 5 2 2 11
Quick Delivery 1 1 1 0 3
Reduce Nepotism 0 1 1 0 2
Total Respondents favoring local 
participation 24 29 46 29 138

3.7.3 Risks of Enhancing Local Participation

To the respondents favoring local participation, one pertinent question was whether they foresee 
any problem or risks of enhanced local participation. To this question, most respondents refrained 
from mentioning any risk while only four respondents (3%) specifically mentioned of some risks 
(Table 25). Two risks were specifically mentioned, one respondent foresaw the risk of increasing 
conflicts and three respondents foresaw the risk of increasing nepotism.     

Table 25: Perceive Risk of Participation

Char Doani
Char 
Dighaldi Chourapara Borobhita Total

Increased Conflict 0 1 0 0 1
Increased Nepotism 0 2 1 0 3
No Risk 24 36 43 16 119
No Response 0 0 2 13 15
Total Respondents 24 39 46 29 138
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Chapter – 4

Policy Implications and Recommendations

4.1 Policy Implications

One major objective of the National Food Policy 2006 is to “enhance” the coverage of the Social 
Safety Net Programs targeting the “hard core poor” and “disadvantaged” groups and their 
“effective implementation”. The issues of geographical and other forms of targeting and the need 
for reducing leakages were highly emphasized. 

The study findings are very relevant for making and assessment of overall food insecurity of the 
extreme poor living in the monga-prone Jamuna Chars and less vulnerable Meghna Chars based 
on the study in four villages. Although the study was conducted in four villages it represents two 
regions, the Jamuna chars of the monga-prone northwestern Kurigram district and the less 
vulnerable Meghna chars of the central region in Narsingdi district. 

The study is important for providing overall picture of food insecurity (percentage distribution of 
households in terms of months of food insecurity), the extent of SSN coverage (percentage of 
households reached by the SSN programs) and the extent of leakages in terms (percentage of 
beneficiaries not belonging to extreme poor households and incidence of malpractices).   

The study is also particularly important for assessing the desire, likely benefits and risks of 
enhancing participation of local communities in the SSN management.

Targeting and Coverage

By landholding criteria, 73 percent of the sample male-headed households in Narsingdi and 97 
percent in Kurigram were eligible to receive SSN. This was 87percent in Narsingdi and 97 percent 
in Kurigram villages for female headed households. Compared to this, 32 percent of the male 
headed households in Narsingdi and 39 percent in Kurigram received SSN benefits in 2007 
(mainly VGD, VGF, Old Age Allowance and Widow Allowance taken together). In the two districts, 
73 and 57 percent respectively of the female-headed households received such benefits indicating 
poor coverage for the female-headed households in Kurigram, the most vulnerable ones in the 
poorest region. Village Boro Bhita of Kurigram, the most isolated of the four study villages was the 
most deprived one while the two villages of Narsingdi, one happened to be the Chairman’s village 
and the other a neighboring village of the UP headquarters were well covered. Similarly, one of 
the two villages in Kurigram, the one very close to the Upazila town (Choura para) was better 
covered. This village had another advantage that the UP women member is a permanently staying 
there hence the poor had opportunity can access her easily. These imply that physical and social 
distance (from UP or Upazila headquarters and linkage with power structure - Chairman, member 
etc.) determines access to SSN rather than purely satisfying the target criteria (poverty, 
vulnerability etc) alone. Overall SSN coverage was 44% for the eligible male-headed households 
in Narsingdi and 40% in Kurigram against 84 percent of the eligible female-headed households in 
Narsingdi 59 percent in Kurigram.
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The study findings revealed that 96 percent households are in acute food insecurity (more than six 
months underfed or having less than three meals a day) in Kurigram Chars against 35 percent in 
Narsindi Chars. This group desire high priority in SSN targeting. In terms of landholding, 76% of 
char dwellers (93% in Kurigram, 67% in Narsingdi Chars) belong to extreme poor category. 
Interestingly, acute food insecurity is much lower than landlessness in Narsindi Chars mainly 
because of economic diversification related to weaving and trading.   

The female-headed households were accorded some priority in the long-term programs because 
of program design (VGD and Widow allowance and recently introduced maternity allowance 
targeting women only while old age and disability allowance might benefit participants from both 
sexes). This implies that most vulnerable people can be reached even under the present system 
provided the targeting criteria are set accordingly (such as female-headed households) while 
ambiguous criteria like income and landholding might cause wrong targeting (son of a landowner 
may be termed landless hence he is not yet landowner and income data are often unreliable).  

The policy implication of the above finding is that geographical and special targeting criteria, 
although incorporated in the policy deserve further strengthening in terms of more intensive 
monitoring and oversight at the one side and enhancing linkages of the poor communities and 
vulnerable households with the involved institutions and power structure, the Union Parishad in 
particular.

Targeting criteria applied in the various SSN programs appeared rather complex (landholding, 
income, occupation, sex of household head etc). No single criteria, particularly land alone 
adequately reflects true poverty and vulnerability, hence a combination is inevitable but it 
increases complexity. A participatory wealth ranking at the village level would ensure or at least 
facilitate better targeting and thus help reaching the poorest on a priority basis.   

Leakage

Reported leakages as evident from the interview of sample households was rather low although 
there were whispers of various forms of misappropriation. Only five of the 145 SSN beneficiaries 
interviewed belonged to no target group (with landholding of 15 decimals and above) and only 
about two percent were benefited by more than one long-term program (VGD with old age or 
widow allowance). 

Under supply or delivering less than prescribed amount also was of limited extent, only about one 
half to one kg per 30 kg rice in the case of VGD. For 25 Kg packet of atta (coarse flour made of 
wheat) no weight loss was reported. Delivering lower amount in the case of rice was inevitable 
because some pilferage in the warehouse, the need for paying tips, incurring incidental expenses 
by the UP for receiving delivery, transport cost provided per metric ton grain not covering full 
expenses and the need for paying extra to handling/ weighing /carrying labor. These are 
compensated for by giving less in weight and it was reported that even the army informally allows 
or ignores weight loss of half kg per beneficiary. For the sake of honesty and transparency, it is 
important to provide transportation and other cost to cover actual expenses so that the people’s 
representatives at the grassroots can implement the SSN programs smoothly and the rent seekers 
do not find it an excuse to get involved in malpractices. 

About 15 percent of all SSN beneficiaries and 23 percent of the long-term SSN beneficiaries 
(mainly VGD) reported to have bribed to access such benefits. Whisper of bribing was however 
much higher in informal discussions. In one village no bribing was reported while in the other three 
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villages 13 to 33 percent SSN beneficiaries had to bribe. The extent of bribing (for those who 
reported so) varied from Tk. 300 to 1000, usually Tk. 500, an estimated 4 to 5% of the value 
received. Bribing occurred more frequently in the case of VGD while VGF was almost free of 
bribing (after all it is a disaster relief, so asking for bribe involves strong social resistance). 

Total leakage would be around 3% for inclusion of non-target households, 2% for overlapping, 3 to 
5% for weight loss or bribing; hence about 12 percent. 

While bribing was infrequent or rare, social and political affiliation - meaning social relation with the 
local power structure or belonging to one’s vote bank – appeared prominently in accessing 
benefits. This one has an important policy implication and demands enhancing consultation at the 
community level and participatory decision making for prioritization to make sure that the poorest 
and most vulnerable ones are deprived in a situation of poor social linkage or absence of political 
affinity. Participatory wealth ranking would be an effective tool to be prepared for each ward then 
consolidated at the UP level. 

View on Local Participation

About one half of the 75% respondents who had definite response (25% did not reply to this 
question) were in favor of enhancing local participation to manage SSN programs and the other 
half did not support this idea. Interestingly, majority view was in favor of enhancing community 
participation in Kurigram villages while in informants in Narsingdi villages tended to oppose. 
Authoritarian leadership, passive informants and low urge for relief contributed to such response in 
Narsingdi coupled with the apprehension of localized rent seeking and further increase of 
nepotism. In Kurigram on the other hand, UP chairs live far away from the poor communities (they 
live in the town) and tend to rely on UP members and local allies (social or political) to make list 
and prioritize, hence local participation was a felt need. Further, extreme poverty made Kurigam 
households more vulnerable and they need SSN more severely than ones in Nasrsingdi. These 
imply that local participation deserves higher priority in the more vulnerable areas.  

4.2 Conclusion and Recommendations

Conclusion

The study provided a very comprehensive overview of the four study villages located in two areas 
representing respectively the monga-prone Jamuna chars of the northwest Bangladesh such as 
those of Kurigram district and the relatively less vulnerable Meghna chars of the central region 
such as those of Narsingdi district. It has also provided a comparison of the two study areas in 
terms of several demographic and social indicators and compared the status of food security of 
households in the two areas. 

The study has also provided a description of the effects of 2007 floods on the respondent 
households and their access to disaster relief both in terms of the percentage of male and female-
headed households affected and assisted. 

These were followed by providing details of the major SSN programs benefiting the respondent 
households including program coverage (percentage of target households reached), leakages (% 
of beneficiaries belonging to non-target group, extent of overlapping, delivering less than 
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prescribed amounts and the extent of bribing) and the prospect of enhancing community 
participation to improve SSN management.  

The study noted that enhancing community participation is desirable and could be 
promoted at least on a pilot basis in selected areas, particularly in the most poverty-
stricken, highly vulnerable and remotest areas. It is however worth mentioning that, 
community participation is just one of several methods to effectively implement SSN 
programs. 

Recommendations

1. Further strengthen geographical and special targeting criteria: Since the physically and 
socially isolated communities and households tend to be less intensively covered by the SSN 
programs, it is recommended to further emphasize geographical targeting and higher prioritization 
on the most deprived and vulnerable people like extreme poor, disabled or old aged men and 
women not having support from the family, mothers of orphaned and abandoned children etc.     

2. Rationalize programs to avoid complexity and overlapping: Multiplicity of programs have 
not yet contributed to major overlapping but more coordinated efforts are desirable to minimize the 
risk of overlapping at the one hand and completely depriving some of the very poor households 
who may be lacking channels to access the local power structure. For simplicity, the SSN 
programs can be classified in to three broader types: (a) Long-term benefits of income transfer 
nature such as Old Age Allowance, Disability Allowance, Distressed Freedom Fighter Allowance; 
(b) Medium-term Benefits of income transfer type such as VGD, Widow and distressed women 
Allowance and Maternity Allowance; (c) Employment Support Programs like FFW, CFW, RMP and 
100 days employment support; and (d) disaster relief such as VGF, GR and TR. The beneficiaries 
of the four types can be distinct – the very old and disable to be covered under the first one, 
vulnerable women but not very old and disabled to be covered under the second one, both men 
and women of poor households but capable of manual labor to be covered under the third one 
while the fourth one is meant for disaster immediate relief during and in the aftermath of disasters. 

3. Improve oversight and strengthen institutions: Geographical and special targeting criteria, 
although incorporated in the policy deserve further strengthening in terms of more intensive 
monitoring and oversight at the one side and enhancing linkages of the poor communities and 
vulnerable households with the involved institutions and power structure, the Union Parishad in 
particular.

4. Introduce and facilitate implementing participatory wealth ranking: Targeting criteria 
applied in the various SSN programs appeared rather complex (landholding, income, occupation, 
sex of household head etc). Hence a combination is inevitable. A participatory wealth ranking at 
the village level would ensure or at least facilitate better targeting and thus help reaching the 
poorest on a priority basis.   

5. Facilitate quick assessment of disaster vulnerability and losses for disaster relief and 
rehabilitation: A mismatch was observed in the flood effects and distribution of post-flood relief 
and rehabilitation assistance. While 43% of the 243 flood-affected households did not receive and 
post-flood assistance, 48 percent of those not affected had receive such assistance. This provides 
evidence that there is scope for improvement and quick participatory assessment tools can be 
applied and the local government representatives need training on using such tools facilitated by 
competent NGOs. 
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6. Reduce leakage by improved transparency: Twelve percent leakage can be considered low 
given overall implementation capacity of the involved institutions. The concerned agencies, 
particularly the local government bodies deserve appreciation for this, but need not be overly 
satisfied. There are scopes to further improvement. 

7. Increase allocation for transport cost and other expenses: One area of improvement would 
be providing reasonable allocation for transportation and other expenses and then make the 
system fully transparent rater than deducting half kg or one kg from the beneficiary. It is important 
to enhance good understanding between the beneficiaries at the one side and the GOB agencies 
and the local government on the other. The vale of one kg rice say Tk 35 is not much (of course it 
is of good value to the poor) but the image of the institutions is important for good governance and 
further development. 

8. Enhance participation of local communities: Another area of development would be 
enhancing community participation such as for quick and transparent assessments, participatory 
wealth ranking which would be the basis for prioritization (such wealth ranking would be revised 
periodically, say every three to five years) and planning and oversight of the selection and 
distribution process by ward level committees, common for all SSN in ward level and community 
level open meetings. 

9. Community participation besides improving local governance: Enhancing community 
participation should not be seen as competing or conflicting with the local government. Instead it 
should be incorporated with in the system operated through and by the local government but with 
enhancing their interaction with the communities. It is praiseworthy that many of the local 
government representatives saw it as a positive step to improve transparency and build up image. 
To them, it can save them from blaming to be involved in “nepotism”.  

4.3 Areas of Further Research

Despite considerable decrease of poverty from about 59% of the population in 1990 to about 40% 
in 2005, the rate of improvement has fallen sharply over the last couple of years. As a result, a 
large fraction of Bangladesh’s population still suffers from chronic food insecurity. This insecurity 
persists in spite of increasing coverage of the SSN programs to about 4 million beneficiaries by 
long-term programs and to about 13 million beneficiaries by short-term programs. Assuming 
average size of household of 3 for the very poor, the long-term programs should be reaching 
about 12 million people against about 40 million people to reach the bottom 25 percent.  Including 
the bottom 25% about 40% households or 56 million people are poor and need long or short-term 
assistance. Reaching so huge number of beneficiaries or feeding one fourth of the population by 
the long tram SSN and another 26 million by short term SSN is unrealistic; hence prioritization
remains the only option. 

The study noted prioritization a challenge since the very poor without social connection or affinity 
are unlikely to access such benefits. This warrants the need for transparent and participatory 
management and monitoring of the SSN. Hence, further research is needed in this area to spell 
out targeting methods and implementation modalities.  

The Research Need Assessment of the NFPCSP has already indicated that the “implementation 
processes are clearly implicated given the scale of targeting inadequacies and emphasized the 
need for understanding the complexities and highlighted the need for further research in the area 
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of Targeting Methodologies for Food Security Safety Net Programs. This research has confirmed 
of such needs. 

The study has examined the possibility of enhancing local participation in the SSN management 
through Involving Communities and Local Power Structures in Safety Net Provision. The 
responses were mixed, one half of the respondents favoring and the other half not supporting this 
idea. A conscious minority has indicated some risks of it such as the possibility increasing conflicts 
and nepotism. 

It is important to note that, despite many constraints, the local governments are managing the 
SSN reasonably well with limited overlapping, low degree of leakage and limited complaints of 
corruption although quite high degree of nepotism was reported where of course those benefited 
are poor but the poor with good linkage. Minimizing it will require enhancing transparency, local 
participation. Strong M&E and oversight from above can be suggested but will be difficult to 
administer. Hence, future research should emphasize capacity building of the existing institutions, 
local government strengthening and ways and means should be identified to converge improving 
local governance along with enhancing the involvement of local communities in the SSN 
management.  
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