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1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Agricultural development and sustainable rural natural resource management are critical 
for poverty reduction as the vast majority of the poor in Bangladesh are in rural areas and 
depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. Some 75% of the population and 85% of the poor live 
in rural areas. Agriculture generates half of employment, contributes 20% of the gross domestic 
product, and provides a secure supply of food to the whole population. Fostering agricultural 
development and sustainable natural resource management has taken on increased importance 
in recent years as policy makers grapple with climate change and with sudden spikes in global 
and domestic food prices.   
 
2. Rural infrastructure to transform traditional agriculture. Growth drivers in rural areas 
are shifting from rice cultivation to high-value agricultural commodities and off-farm employment. 
Transforming subsistence to commercial agriculture is key to improving rural livelihoods, 
boosting rural economic growth, and contributing to long-term food security. The Government of 
Bangladesh promotes diversification in agriculture by fostering private sector-led agribusiness 
and improving rural infrastructure. The latter includes developing farm-to-market roads, 
providing access to affordable power, developing rural growth centers including marketplaces 
with women’s sections, and building rural water supply and sanitation infrastructure. With 
climate change risks growing, the provision of climate-resilient rural infrastructure assumes 
growing importance. In addition, there is a need to develop rural institutions that help ensure 
that better market access brings improved livelihoods and more rapid social development. All 
these issues have important gender-equality dimensions, and households headed by women 
can benefit. Accordingly, the provision of rural infrastructure has been linked with efforts 
supported by the government and development partners to foster local communities’ greater 
participation in decision making, enhance gender equity, ensure the proper operation and 
maintenance (O&M) of rural assets, build technical skills and local government capacity, and 
raise awareness of rural road safety concerns. The participation of beneficiaries in small-scale 
irrigation and the broader sustainability of rural infrastructure is threatened by heavy 
dependence on central government budget transfers to meet maintenance requirements. Such 
transfers have been sufficient to meet only about half of the upkeep and routine maintenance of 
rural roads.  
 
3. Sustainable management of water resources. There is an urgent need to strengthen 
integrated and strategic water resource management, which includes flood management and 
erosion control, improved and adaptive participatory water resource management, and 
strengthened policy implementation. Recurrent floods and aggravated riverbank erosion are 
major problems and causes of poverty in Bangladesh. Other water resource management 
problems include temporal variation in discharges (i.e., alternating flooding and winter drought), 
drainage congestion, drought, salinity intrusion in coastal areas, cyclones and tidal surges, 
arsenic contamination of groundwater, overexploitation of groundwater, and chemical and 
fertilizer contamination of water. Similarly, the nation’s irrigation network suffers inefficient water 
utilization, inadequate maintenance, and a large backlog of needed repairs. Intertwined is the 
impact of climate change on the incidence and severity of disasters, necessitating more 
attention to managing disaster risk and adapting to climate change, including measures to 
control flooding and erosion. More effort is required to foster community participation, including 
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women and the private sector, in the sustainable management of water resources, building on 
success registered in small-scale water resources projects.  
 
4. Institutional capacity and coordination constraints. Several ministries and agencies 
are involved in agriculture, rural development, and natural water resource management, 
including the Ministry of Agriculture; Ministry of Water Resources; Bangladesh Water 
Development Board; Local Government Engineering Department; Ministry of Fisheries and 
Livestock; and Ministry of Local Government, Rural Development, and Cooperatives. Under the 
ministries are outreach and extension agencies, research institutes, and organizations 
responsible for technology dissemination. Delivering high-quality services is hampered by 
authority being divided across agencies, capacity constraints, and a lack of coordination. The 
various ministries and departments in agriculture and natural resources have very limited 
experience with projects that would promote private sector participation in service delivery other 
than through nongovernment organizations and civil society groups.  
 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy  
5. The Sixth Five year Plan, FY2011–FY2015 recognizes the need to raise agricultural 
productivity, foster crop diversification, and boost public spending on rural infrastructure.2 The 
plan indicates that more rapid progress in improving farm-to-market roads and the increased 
availability of rural power will be achieved by refocusing agricultural spending away from 
subsidies and into rural infrastructure. The plan emphasizes improving the enabling 
environment for agribusiness development by enhancing production scale, focusing on quality 
and standards for export markets, and developing private trade logistical assets such as cold 
storage facilities. 
 
6. Sustainable water resource management is a priority for environmental protection under 
the plan. The government’s strategy for water resource management rests on three principles: 
(i) the rational management and optimal use of water resources to reduce vulnerability to 
flooding, drought, riverbank and coastal erosion, and drainage congestion; encouraging the 
wider use of surface water; rationalizing groundwater use; improving access for the poor to 
water and resources commons; and expanding the availability of clean water for health and 
hygiene; (ii) the conservation of aquatic and water-dependent ecosystems; and (iii) institutional 
reform of water sector agencies in line with the National Water Policy and National Water 
Management Plan, to achieve efficient and integrated water management and sustainable 
O&M, including stakeholder participation to ensure benefits for the poor, women, and other 
excluded groups.  
 

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
7. Until the 1980s, ADB’s support aimed to enhance food production by helping the 
government expand farmers’ access to improved inputs such as fertilizers and seeds. The 
emphasis broadened during the 1990s to include crop production, livestock, rural credit, social 
forestry, and related water resource management and rural infrastructure. Water sector 
assistance contributed to establishing a policy and institutional framework for robust and 
comprehensive participatory water management, including policies to foster sustainable O&M 
cost recovery and irrigation service charge collection by water management associations. These 
interventions contributed to agricultural and rural growth and were in line with the government’s 
efforts to diversify sources of rural growth. They contributed to the sustainability, market 
orientation, and pro-poor impact of public policies. The interventions provided opportunities to 
promote gender equality and women’s empowerment. 
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8. In several areas, however, progress in the sector has fallen short. Despite significant 
efforts by ADB and other development partners, access for rural households to institutional 
credit remains low, key sector institutions do not perform as expected, local governments 
provide insufficient support for the O&M of rural transport, and stakeholder participation is not 
firmly entrenched in public programs. Rural environmental concerns have become more serious 
in recent years, as reflected in widespread arsenic contamination in tube well water, worsened 
deforestation, soil erosion, and land degradation.  
 
9. Many development partners provide assistance to agriculture, rural development, and 
natural resource management. This underscores the need to position ADB assistance carefully 
to complement support provided by the government, other development partners, 
nongovernment organizations, and the private sector. The major development partners in the 
sector are the Japan International Cooperation Agency, the World Bank, the United Kingdom’s 
Department for International Development, the Netherlands, the International Fund for 
Agricultural Development, the Danish International Development Agency, the International Rice 
Research Institute, the European Union, the United States Agency for International 
Development, the Food and Agriculture Organization, the World Food Programme, the United 
Nations Development Programme, and German development cooperation through GTZ and 
KfW. In water resource management, the World Bank is a major development partner, and its 
recent assistance centered on preparing the National Water Management Plan, the 
rehabilitation of water management infrastructure, and riverbank protection. The Netherlands 
has also been a major cofinancier with ADB in water management, supporting physical, 
institutional, and associated socioeconomic and environmental improvement initiatives. 
Recently, the World Bank and the Netherlands initiated the Water Management Improvement 
Project to rehabilitate major schemes and improve O&M and institutional strengthening of the 
Bangladesh Water Development Board by adopting participatory water management principles. 
The project is, however, facing difficulties in implementation.  
  

10.  ADB will help the government to improve food security and rural livelihoods by boosting 
productivity, connectivity, and climate change resilience. While support for inclusive rural growth 
will be provided in several sectors, ADB support to agriculture and natural resources will focus 
on two major areas: rural infrastructure development and water resource management. Both 
have been highlighted as high priorities in the Sixth Five Year Plan. The former is critical to 
fostering agricultural commercialization and widening rural livelihoods, and the later is essential 
to mitigating disaster risks and adapting to the environmental dangers posed by climate change. 
ADB’s assistance will be substantially more focused than in previous years and will build on 
those subsectors where ADB has a positive performance record and where other external 
assistance is limited.  
 
11. Rural infrastructure development supporting the emphasis of the Sixth Five-Year Plan on 
boosting rural productivity, adding value, and fostering rural transformation will be a key area of 
ADB support. This will build on ongoing initiatives on agribusiness, rural livelihoods, and rural 
infrastructure development. ADB will provide assistance to develop rural infrastructure and 
building institutions that can ensure its sustainable O&M. Support will target the ultra-poor, 
women, and excluded groups, as well as provide for social groups vulnerable to climate change 
and support gender-directed extension services. Building the capacity of local governments will 
be emphasized in the financing, planning, design, implementation, and O&M of rural 
infrastructure. The aim is to ensure participatory, transparent, climate-resilient, and gender-
directed service delivery.  

 
12. Two new projects are envisaged during the country partnership strategy period in rural 
infrastructure development. The first is the second phase of the Chittagong Hill Tracts Rural 
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Development Project. This project will provide assistance for rural infrastructure in one of the 
poorest regions of the country, drawing on community plans and priorities, and will emphasize 
building local institutions involved in rural development. Support for micro-agribusinesses in this 
project will bolster the link between rural infrastructure development and agricultural 
commercialization. A second rural infrastructure operation, the Sustainable Rural Infrastructure 
Improvement Project (Phase 2), is anticipated in 2014. Aimed at developing rural growth 
centers, this project will improve rural feeder roads, market infrastructure, boat-landing facilities, 
and rural water supply, as well as mobilize local government revenues and develop capacity to 
manage infrastructure. Building on the findings of an earlier pilot project, this project is expected 
to scale up the use of solar and other renewable energy sources in rural areas.  

 
13. Climate change considerations will be mainstreamed in ADB support to help Bangladesh 
follow a path of agricultural development that is more climate resilient. Assistance will be 
provided for climate-resilient infrastructure improvement in 2012, with financing from the Climate 
Investment Fund. ADB will help the Ministry of Environment and Forests and other line 
agencies, including ministries of agriculture and water resources, implement the Bangladesh 
Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan. With other development partners, ADB will support 
the Pilot Program for Climate Resilience under the Climate Investment Funds to help the 
country pilot ways to integrate climate risks. Assistance will introduce climate-resilient measures 
in infrastructure improvement in coastal towns, rural infrastructure improvement, and small-
scale water resource management addressing the gender issues of climate change. Capacity 
building will help Bangladesh prepare and implement flood-management investment projects to 
reduce vulnerability to water-related disasters and manage climate change knowledge.  
 
14. Developing efficient and integrated sustainable water resource management is essential 
to boosting agricultural productivity and diversifying rural livelihoods. ADB assistance will build 
on the National Water Management Plan, which adopted the basic principles of integrated water 
resources management, sustainable service delivery, and user participation in its water 
resource management support. ADB assistance will likewise support the National Adaptation 
Program of Action and the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan, which 
emphasize flood control and erosion risk reduction.   
 
15. A programmatic approach will be adopted to mitigate riverbank erosion. This will build on 
breakthroughs achieved in erosion mitigation using geotextiles under ongoing ADB projects and 
scale up the use of this pioneering technology with standardized disaster-mitigation approaches 
and tools for predicting erosion risks. As reducing riverbank erosion and flood risk is a long-term 
challenge in Bangladesh to be addressed in phases, support for mitigating riverbank erosion will 
be provided through programmatic support that combines assistance for physical works and 
capacity building in government agencies and private contractors. The first subprogram of a 
longer-term assistance program for erosion management and flood control will aim to reduce 
erosion risks and bolster the climate resilience of households in the Jamuna–Ganges basin.  
 
16. Improving the efficiency and sustainability of large irrigation command areas of more 
than 1,000 hectares, will be another area of ADB support for integrated water resource 
management. ADB assistance will develop a pilot project that demonstrates new institutional 
models such as using an independent operator to manage large irrigation command areas to 
improve system management and the collection of irrigation service charges. This will combine 
support for irrigation system rehabilitation with institutional reforms and capacity building that 
foster community participation and clearly delineated public–private partnerships. 
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Problem Tree for the Agriculture and Natural Resources Sector 
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Sector Results Framework (Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2011–2015) 
Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations
Sector Outcomes 
with ADB 
Contribution 

Indicators with 
Targets and 
Baselines 

Sector Outputs 
with ADB 

Contribution 
Indicators with 

Incremental Targets 
Planned and Ongoing ADB 

Interventions 
Main Outputs Expected 
from ADB Interventions 

Sustained high 
growth in 
agriculture  
 
 
 
 

Agricultural 
growth 
remaining at 
4.5% on 
average from 
2011 to 2015 

Agricultural 
infrastructure and 
systems expanded 
and improved  
 
  
  

2,000 kilometers of rural 
roads upgraded by 2015  
 
Additional 158 kilometers 
of riverbank protected  
and 142 kilometers of 
existing riverbank 
protection upgraded, by 
2015  
 

Planned key activity areas
Rural infrastructure development and 
integrated water resource 
management, including flood control, 
and protection of irrigation systems 
and riverbanks 
Pipeline projects  
Chittagong Hill Tracts Rural 
Development ($55 million) 
Climate Resilient Rural Infrastructure 
Improvement ($50 million)  
Piloting Improved Management of 
Muhuri Irrigation ($30 million)  
Major River Flood and Bank Erosion 
Risk Management (multitranche 
financing facility, $60 million) 
Southwest Integrated Water 
Resource Management 
(Supplementary) ($20 million) 
Second Sustainable Rural 
Infrastructure Improvement ($75 
million) 
Ongoing projects 
Sustainable Rural Infrastructure 
Improvement ($60 million)  
Participatory Small-Scale Water 
Resources Sector ($55 million) 
Agribusiness Development ($42.5 
million) 
Second Rural Infrastructure 
Improvement ($96.1 million) 
Southwest Area Integrated Water 
Resources Management ($20 million) 
Second Crop Diversification Project 
($40 million)  

 
8,000 meters of bridges 
and culverts constructed  
 
300 rural markets 
improved, with 134 
women’s market sections  
 
100 kilometers of 
riverbanks vulnerable to 
erosion protected and 
rehabilitated to protect 
farmland, adopting low-cost 
riverbank protection 
technology using 
geotextiles 
 
57,000 hectares of land 
brought under improved 
flood control, drainage, and 
irrigation through 700 water 
management cooperative 
associations, 30% of whose 
members are women 
 
50,000 hectares converted 
to high-value crop 
production and 10,000 
demonstration plots for 
high-value crops 
established 
  

ADB = Asian Development Bank. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 


