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S ocial protection and agricultural development 
interventions are both powerful tools to 
improve food security. However, they are 

frequently designed and delivered separately, thus 
failing to realise an even stronger development 
impact. The forthcoming Social Protection Strategy 
of the Government of Bangladesh offers a welcome 
opportunity to better exploit synergies across sectors.

Food insecurity in Bangladesh is concentrated in rural 
communities that are largely reliant on agriculture and 
characterised by high rates of poverty. Indeed, more 
than one rural person in three lives below the poverty 
line, especially those with no or only small plots of 
land. Promoting agricultural development, ensuring 
food and nutrition security, and strengthening social 
protection are thus intertwined objectives in rural 
communities.
       The Government of Bangladesh has extensive 
experience in designing and implementing 
programmes to reduce food insecurity amongst rural 
families. These include agricultural development 
programmes as well as social safety nets. Despite 
targeting the same households, both types of 
interventions are often insufficiently integrated with 
one another. Sometimes programmes apply 
conflicting objectives, designs and rules for 
participation.

Integrating interventions for greater 
development impacts
Social protection schemes provide immediate access to 
food, thus helping to safeguard existing assets and 
human capital from shocks. They also promote 
investments in new assets and human capital. 

Integrating social protection schemes with agricultural 
development programmes – for example by making 
transfers conditional on the attendance of training and 
education facilities – increases the impact of 
interventions by encouraging a more productive use of 
existing assets and human capital. Similarly, agricultural 
development programmes can reinforce social 
protection schemes by intensifying and diversifying 
rural production and consumption, and by reducing 
risks through investments in agricultural assets and 
infrastructure, such as irrigation systems.
       Better integration is also instrumental to avoid 
conflicts between social protection schemes and 
agricultural development interventions. For instance, a 
cash transfer programme that encourages women to 
attend health care centres will reduce the time women 
can dedicate to agricultural labour, thereby affecting 
programmes that aim to increase agricultural 
production. Recognising these effects will help define 
appropriate mediation strategies.

                 • Strengthening social protection and promoting 
agricultural development are intertwined objectives
• Integrated interventions promise greater impacts

• The forthcoming Social Protection Strategy
can provide a more coherent framework
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successor, the Employment Generation Programme for
the Hardcore Poor, promote activities that contribute 
to agricultural development, for example by tying 
funds to the construction of irrigation channels, 
compost heaps, drainage dykes, and roads. Similarly, 
direct transfers through the Income Generation for 
Vulnerable Group Development Programme have been 
integrated with programmes focused on productive 
activities. Evidence shows that these linkages have 
facilitated increased renting or leasing of land for 
cultivation. However, these are sporadic examples that 
have not yet translated into a more coherent and 
integrated approach.
       The Government of Bangladesh’s ongoing effort to 
design a Social Protection Strategy offers a welcome 
opportunity to outline a framework for these synergies 
to occur more systematically. All Ministries involved in 
managing safety nets and the support to agriculture 
should participate in formulating the Strategy and 
identify how their ongoing programmes, through 
minor adjustments in targeting and design, could 
contribute to a set of common objectives. This process 
needs to be accompanied by the establishment of 
adequate inter-ministerial coordination mechanisms, 
while the Local Consultative Group and its sub-groups 
should ensure close coordination between the 
Government and Development Partners. The capacities 
of these mechanisms to bridge between agriculture 
and social protection will need to be strengthened, so 
similar forms of collaboration can be explored for the 
design, implementation and monitoring of future 
agricultural, food and nutrition policies and plans•

06Nov 12

What is the evidence?
Empirical studies confirm the positive impact of 
combining social protection schemes and agricultural 
development programmes, with linkages working in 
both directions. For example, index-based livestock 
insurance in Kenya has strengthened social protection 
of pastoralists in a time where climate change has put 
additional pressures on already risky livelihoods. 
Conversely, the Mexican PROGRESA cash transfer 
programme increased households’ land use, livestock 
ownership, crop production and agricultural 
expenditures. Similar results were achieved in Malawi 
where social protection programmes promoted 
investments in agricultural assets (see Figure 1).
       In Ethiopia, good coordination between the 
Productive Safety Net Programme and agricultural 
development interventions improved livelihoods of 
rural populations. Households that participated in 
both schemes were more likely to be food secure, to 
take a loan for productive purposes, to use improved 
agricultural technologies, and to operate their own 
non-farm business activities. As a result, after five 
years, these households had significantly higher grain 
production and input use than those that did not 
participate in both types of interventions.

Moving forward
The Government of Bangladesh has started realising 
complementarities between social protection schemes 
and agricultural development programmes. For 
example, the 100-day Employment Generation Scheme, 
a government-run cash-for-work programme, and its
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Figure 1: Social protection promotes agricultural investment

Source: Covarrubias, Davis, Winters (2012)
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