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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): TRANSPORT1 
 
Sector Road Map 
 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Bangladesh has an extensive and diversified transport system of roads, railways, inland 
waterways, two seaports for maritime shipping, and civil aviation facilities.2 The pace of 
improvement in this sector has been slow, and the quality of service is inadequate to support 
and sustain rapid, private sector-led economic growth. Domestic and regional connectivity are 
weak, contributing to vast regional inequality in access to markets and services. Logistical costs 
are high, weakening competitiveness. The transport system faces physical and other barriers to 
passenger and freight flows, and the low productivity of state-run transport services requires 
subsidies, which adds to the country’s budgetary burden. Low public and private investment and 
complex regulatory procedures have limited the ability of the national transportation system to 
respond to user needs. 
 
2. Integration of multimodal opportunities. There has been little integration of transport 
modes in Bangladesh, causing heavy dependence on road transport. A single mode of transport 
is unlikely to meet total transport demand, given rapid changes in commodity types, the 
geographic distribution of trade origins and destinations, and the development of domestic 
markets. A secure, dependable, and uninterrupted transport network requires intermodal 
connectivity and a multimodal transport system.  
 
3. Strategic international transit corridors. Road, rail, and inland waterway links with 
neighboring countries are inadequate and inefficient. Severe infrastructure bottlenecks and 
service constraints exist even within the Dhaka–Chittagong corridor. Highway links are primarily 
two-lane roads, and rail links are primarily single track. Such transport gaps and capacity 
constraints raise costs and prevent the port of Chittagong from realizing its full potential as a 
major gateway for the region’s international trade.  
 
4. Project implementation. Implementation delays commonly occur in most transport 
projects, thereby lowering returns on investment. The principal delays stem from long project 
start-up, weak supervision, protracted approval procedures, and inefficient use of financial 
resources allocated for the projects. More attention to project readiness can significantly reduce 
delays.  
 
5. Traffic safety regulations. Road safety is a long-standing concern. The traffic fatality 
rate per vehicle-kilometer is 30–40 times higher than in developed countries. The main reason 
is poor implementation and enforcement of safety rules and regulations, as well as capacity 
constraints in the responsible organizations. 
 
6. Inclusive transport and emission policy. Current transport policy favors increasing the 
number of private vehicles in major urban areas and greater usage per vehicle, causing private 
cars to contribute to serious congestion of major city roads. Moreover, transport is the 
second-largest source of energy-related carbon dioxide emissions in Bangladesh, after power 
generation. Emissions in this sector, from the rapidly rising number of private vehicles, should 

                                                 
1 This summary assessment is based on existing ADB knowledge products and government’s Sixth Five-Year Plan 

(footnote 4).   
2 Bangladesh has an estimated 20,948 kilometers of paved roads, 2,706 route-kilometers of railways, 3,800 

kilometers of perennial waterways, 3 international airports, and 8 domestic airports.  
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be carefully monitored and a suitable plan adopted to provide clean transport alternatives to 
private vehicles in urban areas.  
 
7. Maintenance of roads. The lack of maintenance leaves most regional and district road 
surfaces in poor condition. National highways and other road categories need much better 
maintenance. Unless adequate resources are allocated for maintenance, roads soon become 
unserviceable.  
 
8. Railway infrastructure. Railways are very important in the transport network of 
Bangladesh, as they provide an economical means of transporting cargo and passengers. 
Railways are also environment friendly and employ many people. The Bangladesh Railway 
network is split into two areas with, for historic reasons, different technical standards and track 
gauges, broad and meter gauge. This reduces the efficiency and performance of Bangladesh 
Railway and prevents direct regional traffic through Bangladesh. The most important corridor 
from Dhaka to Chittagong is a meter gauge line, which has lower capacity than broad gauge.  
 
9. Railway reform. The performance of Bangladesh Railway has declined with decades of 
underinvestment and inefficient management. Reform remains a challenge. After slow progress 
over the years, reform gained momentum in 2010 under the second subproject of the 2007 
Railway Investment Program supported by the Asian Development Bank (ADB).3 Progress has 
been made in restructuring Bangladesh Railway by line of business and improving financial 
governance, human resource systems, and operational and maintenance practices. ADB works 
closely with the Ministry of Communication and Bangladesh Railway to reorganize Bangladesh 
Railway and enhance its commercial orientation, institutional autonomy, and corporatization, 
which are critical to sector development and providing a platform for more efficient services. 
 
10. Administrative capability and port capacity constraints. Decades of low investment, 
problematic labor relations, and weak management practices limited port development. Major 
changes in organization, security, and labor and berth management since January 2007 have 
considerably improved port operations and container handling speed, as well as increased port 
productivity. An automatic terminal operating system is being developed.  
 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
11. The Government of Bangladesh aims, under the draft integrated multimodal transport 
policy of 2011, to provide safe, reliable, effective, and fully integrated transport operations. The 
draft policy seeks to improve transport services, minimize their cost, and provide opportunities 
to integrate existing transport services with the regional transport network. The draft policy 
covers all transport modes: roads, railways, ports and shipping, inland waterways, air, and rural 
and urban transport.  
 
12. A road master plan has been developed for the systematic and planned development of 
the highway network. It will be the guiding document for the road sector priority investment 
program, providing a physical plan for new road construction as well as rehabilitation and 
maintenance. The plan has examined the inherent problems of the road networks of the Roads 
and Highways Department (RHD), such as pavements’ inadequate structural strength, the 
deterioration of roads for lack of maintenance, damage to road pavements from vehicle 

                                                 
3 ADB. 2007. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Multitranche 

Financing Facility and Technical Assistance Grant to the People’s Republic of Bangladesh for Railway Sector 
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overloading, and the lack of adequate road safety. It recommends specific measures under 
short- and long-term investment programs until 2030.   
 
13. Under the Sixth Five-Year Plan, FY2011–FY2015, the government aims to develop a 
balanced and integrated transport network.4 Development will be concentrated on five main 
corridors: Dhaka–Chittagong, Dhaka–northwest, Dhaka–Khulna, Dhaka–Sylhet, and Khulna–
northwest. In addition, road linkages passing through Khulna, Barisal, Bhola, Lakshmipur, and 
Chittagong will be improved. 
 
14. Responsibility for managing transport infrastructure and services is divided among a 
number of government agencies. The RHD is responsible for managing the country’s principal 
road network of about 22,000 kilometers (km). The Local Government Engineering Department 
is responsible for developing rural road networks. Bangladesh Railway has 2,855 route-km and 
34,168 regular employees. The Bangladesh Inland Water Transport Authority maintains and 
supervises 11 river ports and 219 launch terminals. It has 417 barges, pontoons, and flats, as 
well as 86 vessels including 8 dredgers. The port of Chittagong handles 88% of Bangladesh’s 
maritime trade, while the port of Mongla manages the rest of the seaborne trade. The 
Bangladesh Land Port Authority, established in 2001, manages 13 land customs stations, out of 
a total of 181 border checkpoints. 
 

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
15. Since 1973, ADB has been active in four transport subsectors: roads, rail, ports, and 
urban transport. It has provided 14 loans to the road subsector, 4 loans to the rail subsector, 
and 2 loans to the ports subsector. ADB has financed the rehabilitation and expansion of rural 
roads as major components of 4 rural infrastructure projects and has considerable financial 
assistance in project preparatory and advisory technical assistance. ADB cooperates closely 
with the other major development partners in the sector: the World Bank, United Kingdom’s 
Department for International Development, Japan International Cooperation Agency, 
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries Fund for International Development, Islamic 
Development Bank, and Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development. These development 
partners are united in supporting the implementation of the National Land Transport Policy, 
including establishing a road fund, and in addressing various other sector governance issues. In 
subsectors where other development partners play a leading role, such as inland water 
transport and telecommunication, ADB has taken a supportive role. 
 
16. ADB is implementing seven transport sector loan projects. It introduced for the first time 
a performance-based routine road maintenance system in Bangladesh, and is supporting sector 
reforms in Bangladesh Railway, such as reforming the railway into a line-of-business structure, 
and improving financial governance, management and accounting systems, human resource 
governance and utilization, and operation and maintenance. 
 
17. Given the low capacity of government agencies, institutional reform and capacity 
development, along with capital investments and increased participation of the private sector, 
are critical to effective and sustainable sector development. The policy and institutional reforms 
under way in Bangladesh Railway, the RHD, the Chittagong Port Authority, the Mongla Port 
Authority, and the Bangladesh Land Port Authority should help to improve sector governance 
and improve the management of the transport system.  

                                                 
4 Government of Bangladesh, Planning Commission, Ministry of Planning. 2011. Sixth Five-Year Plan: FY2011–

FY2015. Dhaka. 
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18. In line with Sixth Five-Year Plan transport sector priorities, ADB will continue supporting 
sector reform and capacity building and investments in roads and railways. Particular attention 
will be paid to promoting subregional cooperation through cross-border transport connectivity. 
ADB will promote opportunities for PPP in the sector. Its Private Sector Operations Department 
will closely collaborate with its South Asia Department to identify potential investments and 
create synergies with the public sector.  
 
19. Strategically, ADB will support government efforts to (i) pursue an optimal multimodal 
mix, (ii) ensure the efficiency of economic activities and energy consumption with due 
consideration of environmental and resource constraints, and (iii) strengthen coordination 
among transport subsectors and intermodal connectivity to enhance intermodal and multimodal 
integration. Toward subregional connectivity, ADB will (i) enhance project preparedness, (ii) 
develop handling capacity and customs procedures for cross-border traffic, and (iii) pursue 
cross-border transport agreements. ADB will support government initiatives to strengthen 
governance and project implementation capacity through (i) building transport institutions’ 
capacity in planning, policy making, and financial management and (ii) enhancing project 
readiness during project preparation. 
 
20. ADB will help to remove bottlenecks in the main road network, keeping in view 
fast-growing transport demand and freight traffic. Interventions in the road sector will emphasize 
improving the main transport corridors, particularly those facilitating subregional trade such as 
the Dhaka–Chittagong Highway and the Padma Bridge. The Southwest Road Network Project is 
planned for 2012 and the Regional Transport Connectivity Project for 2015 to improve strategic 
road links on the Asian Highway, including upgrading the Burimari–Rangpur corridor to Bhutan.  
 
21. ADB will support the government’s efforts to improve public transport in major urban 
centers. To that end, it will support the introduction of energy-efficient public transport, improved 
urban transport planning, and fuel-switching initiatives. The expected growth in traffic between 
Dhaka and Chittagong will require additional major infrastructure. ADB has helped the 
government prepare a design for the Dhaka–Chittagong Access-Controlled Expressway. Efforts 
will be made to encourage financing this high-volume road using a PPP approach.  
 
22. In light of the importance of the railway sector, ADB will combine support for continuing 
reform and investment. It will direct future investment and policy support to developing railway 
corridors, including the Dhaka–Chittagong link, the Dhaka–Padma railway connection, and the 
construction of a single-track meter-gauge railway from Dohazari to Cox’s Bazar via Ramu, then 
continuing to Gundum near the Myanmar border. Besides promoting regional cooperation 
through road projects, ADB will support regional cooperation in railway transport and the 
harmonization of policies, technical standards, and operating procedures, thereby boosting 
international rail traffic, including transit traffic. Depending on the pace of reform in Bangladesh 
Railway, two subprograms of the Railways Sector Investment Program are planned, as is a 
multitranche financing facility for the Subregional Railway Investment Program in 2013. Support 
for railway development will also be provided under a regional transport connectivity project in 
2015.  
 
23. Port efficiency needs to improve substantially to boost Bangladesh’s competitiveness. 
ADB is helping the government to increase the capacity of the container terminal at the port of 
Chittagong. ADB will help the government promote greater private sector participation in ports.  
 
24. Monitoring will be done through country portfolio reviews and reviews of ongoing 
projects. The Transport Sector Coordination Wing of the Ministry of Planning monitors the 
indicators included in the sector road map and is being strengthened with capacity building.  
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Problem Tree for Transport Sector 
 

Constrained economic growth  Physical and other barriers to 
transport flow 

 Low productivity of state-run 
transport services burdening the 

budget 

 Limited contribution of regional 
trade to national economy 

 
 

  
Inadequate transport system with poor service  

 

 

 
 

Insufficient infrastructure  Operations and maintenance and transport 
services 

 Policy and institutional framework 

 
 Roads 

Most highways being 2-lane only with 
bottlenecks  
Regional and district roads in poor condition 
Implementation delays lowering return on 
investment 

 Road
Backlog in maintenance because of 
limited resources 
Structure of Roads and Highways 
Department needs improvement to secure 
required road maintenance 

 Limited multimodal integration 
 
Slow implementation of strategic 
international transit corridors 
 
Slow reform of the railway sector  

 
 Railways 

Network split with two different technical 
networks (broad gauge and meter gauge) 
for historic reasons 
Most important corridor, Dhaka–Chittagong, 
on meter gauge and predominantly single 
track, limiting line capacity 
Performance low due to under investment 
and poor management practice  

 Railways
Poor performance and services of 
Bangladesh Railway 
Only limited services provided under 
public service obligations due to 
inadequate compensation 
Revenues not covering full operation and 
maintenance cost  

 Non-inclusive transport and emission 
policy 
 
Poor enforcement of traffic rules  

 

Slow project implementation, 
suggesting need to streamline 
administrative procedures 

 
 Maritime Sector and Inland Waterways

Lack of modern multimodal facilities for 
hinterland transport to serve Bangladesh 
and neighboring countries 
Restricted capacity of inland waterway 
transport due to siltation, lack of 24-hour 
navigation aids, bridges with low clearance, 
and poor infrastructure at river ports and 
jetties 

 Maritime Sector and Inland Waterways
Low administrative capability  
Management practices needing 
modernization  
Port computerization needing further 
development 
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Sector Results Framework (Transport, 2011–2015) 

Country Sector Outcome Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations
Outcomes with  
ADB 
Contributions 

Indicators 
with Targets 

and Baselines 

Outputs with 
ADB 

Contributions

Indicators with 
Incremental Targets 

(Baselines Zero)
Planned and Ongoing ADB 

Interventions
Main Outputs Expected from 

ADB Contributions
Increased, more 
efficient, and 
safer movement 
of people and 
goods 
 

Increased, more 
efficient, and 
safer movement 
of people and 
goods 
 
Rail passenger 
traffic increased 
from 7.3 billion 
passenger-
kilometers in 
2010 to 15 
billion 
passenger-
kilometer in 
2015 

 
Rail freight traffic 
increased from 
710 million ton-
kilometers in 
2010 to 1,238 
million ton-
kilometers in 
2015 
 
Average annual 
daily motorized 
traffic of RHD 
road increased 
from 3,085 
vehicles in 2010 
to 4,532 vehicles 
in 2015 
 

Road transport 
systems 
expanded, 
improved, and 
maintained  
 
 

5,416 km of roads newly 
constructed and 7,809 km 
rehabilitated by 2015 
 
51.3 km of bridges 
constructed and 
rehabilitated by 2015 
  

(i) Planned Key Activity Areas
National roads (95% of funds) 
Road transport policies and reforms (5% of 
funds) 
(ii) Projects in the Pipeline 
TA loan for Dhaka Chittagong Expressway 
PPP ($10 million) 
Southwest road network ($186 million) 
Regional transport connectivity project 
($300 million) 
(iii) Ongoing Projects 
Road Network Improvement and 
Maintenance Project ($126 million) 

Improved RHD operational 
efficiency 
Periodic road maintenance for 840 
km and performance-based 
maintenance contracts for 155 km 
Design for 2,400 km of roads with 
regional impact 

 

Rail transport 
system 
expanded, 
improved, and 
maintained and 
Bangladesh 
Railway 
restructured  
 
 
 

Tongi–Bairab Bazar Line 
double tracked by 2015 
 
Railways in usable 
condition increased from 
2,835 km in 2010 to 
4,237 km in 2015 
 
Bangladesh Railway 
reorganized by line of 
business and with 
improved accounting and 
operating systems 

(i) Planned Key Activity Areas
Double tracking, track rehabilitation, and 
signaling  
Sector reform 
(ii) Projects in the Pipeline 
Railway Sector Investment Program (PFR-2 
$150 million, PFR-3 $100 million, and PFR-
4 $ 50 million) 
Subregional Railway Investment Program 
MFF (PFR-1 $150 million) 
(iii) Ongoing Projects 
Railway Sector Investment Program MFF 
(PFR-1 $130 million) 

Improved Bangladesh Railway 
operatal efficiency 
Double tracking for 64 km 
Line capacity enhancement with 
signaling upgrading for 14 stations 
Feasibility studies and detailed 
design for 340 km of new railway 
lines with regional impact  
Feasibility studies for 3 major 
railway bridges and upgrading of 
signaling in 40 stations in the west 
zone of Bangladesh Railway. 

International 
standards of 
efficiency and 
productivity 
against preset 
indicators for 
seaports 
achieved  

ICT-based operation 
system introduced 
 
Vessel turnaround time 
reduced by 20% by 2015 
 
International port security 
and environmental 
standards met 

(i) Planned Key Activity Areas
Capital investment (95% of funds) 
Sector reform (5% of funds) 
(ii) Ongoing Projects 
Chittagong Port Trade Facilitation Project 
($30.6 million) 

Net revenue increased to $40 
million 
Annual growth in container 
throughput increased by more than 
6% 
Container dwell time reduced from 
22 to 12 days 
Vessel turnaround time reduced by 
50% to 4 days 

ICT = information and communication technology, km = kilometer, MMF = multitranche financing facility, PFR = periodic financing requests,  PPP = public–private 
partnership, RHD = Roads and Highways Department, TA = technical assistance.  
Source: Asian Development Bank and Government of Bangladesh. 


