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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): AGRICULTURE, NATURAL RESOURCES, AND 
RURAL DEVELOPMENT (WATER-BASED NATURAL RESOURCES MANAGEMENT)1 

 
Sector Road Map  
 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities  
 
1. Bangladesh is located on a vast floodplain at the confluence of three major rivers—the 
Ganges, Jamuna, and Meghna—with a catchment area of 1.74 million square kilometers. 
Because of this topography and substantial seasonal variations of river flows, the country has 
encountered challenges of (i) severe flooding that inundates up to two-thirds of the country, (ii) 
changes in river courses due to erosion and sedimentation, (iii) limited water during the dry 
season, (iv) saline intrusion, (v) cyclones and tidal surges in coastal areas, and (vi) widespread 
arsenic contamination of groundwater. Water management is further complicated by diverse 
interests among different water uses including for agriculture, fisheries, navigation, industries, and 
domestic water supply. Water is also essential for the country’s vulnerable natural ecosystems.  
 
2. Physical challenges are exacerbated by infrastructure deterioration of the existing flood 
control, drainage, and irrigation (FCDI) schemes. The schemes cannot provide the water that was 
originally expected. A lack of user ownership causes ignorance and, therefore, rapid deterioration 
of structures. The absence of stakeholder participation also results in inefficient and nonpertinent 
planning and inefficient water uses. Managing critical water resources through an integrated and 
participatory approach is essential for efficient water management and the sustainability of FCDI 
schemes. Hence, it is paramount that the country manages this critical resource in an integrated 
and sustainable manner. Ensuring stakeholder participation is the key to accomplishing 
sustainability.  
 
3. Improved stakeholder participation started from small-scale FCDI schemes (less than 
1,000 hectares [ha]) that can demonstrate benefits to water users more directly than large-scale 
schemes. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has been supporting three phases of small-scale 
water resources sector projects since 1995. 2  The projects have maximized stakeholder 
participation and management transfer to beneficiary groups. There has been an increasing 
number of well-performing schemes with sound management by beneficiary groups (para. 13).  
 
4. The current project3 was designed to expand the successful participatory integrated water 
management in small- to large-scale FCDI schemes (1,000 ha or more). The project faces 
diverse challenges, including (i) weakness in participatory, integrated, and strategic planning; (ii) 
lack of agency capacity to implement water resource interventions with sufficient participatory 
processes; (iii) deficient operation and maintenance (O&M) because of a lack of beneficiary 
participation and chronic shortage of funds for O&M; and (iv) lack of coordination in delivering 
                                                           
1  This summary is based on Asian Development Bank (ADB). 2011. Country Partnership Strategy: Bangladesh, 2011–

2015. Manila; and ADB. 2005. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed 
Loan to the People’s Republic of Bangladesh for Southwest Area Integrated Water Resources Planning and 
Management Project. Manila. 

2  ADB. 1995. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the People’s 
Republic of Bangladesh for Small-Scale Water Resources Sector Development Project. Manila (Loan 1381-BAN); 
ADB. 2001. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the People’s 
Republic of Bangladesh for Second Small-Scale Water Resources Sector Development Project. Manila (Loan 1831-
BAN); and ADB. 2009. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to 
the People’s Republic of Bangladesh for Participatory Small-Scale Water Resources Sector Project. Manila (Loan 
2542-BAN). 

3  ADB. 2005. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the People’s 
Republic of Bangladesh for Southwest Area Integrated Water Resources Planning and Management Project. Manila. 
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necessary support services to achieve intended economic benefits in agriculture and fisheries. 
The current project has been piloting improved water planning and management in two subproject 
areas to tackle these challenges. The project has been making visible progress in the areas of 
beneficiary participation and institutional capacity development. The successful exercises have to 
be expanded in other subproject areas to acquire more experience and to institutionalize 
participatory integrated water management.  
 
5. Agricultural and fisheries development and sustainable natural resource management are 
critical for poverty reduction, as the majority of poor people in Bangladesh (80%)4 live in rural 
areas and their traditional livelihood activities depend on agriculture or fisheries. Agriculture 
generates 48% of employment, contributes 17% of gross domestic product,5 and provides a 
secure food supply for the whole population. Fostering agricultural and fisheries development and 
sustainable natural resource management has taken on increased importance in recent years as 
policy makers grapple with climate change and sudden spikes in food prices. Food price surges, 
especially for rice, in 2008 highlighted the critical need for continued food crop production to 
ensure food security and tackle rural poverty. The price of rice in the international market rose by 
196%, from $325 per ton in May 2007 to $963 per ton in May 2008.6 In April 2008, the retail price 
of coarse rice in Bangladesh increased by 61% from Tk19.9/kg in April 2007 to Tk32.1/kg in April 
2008. A study in 2008 indicated that the percentage of households below the poverty line 
increased by 8.5% (2.5 million households or 12.0 million people) in 2008, and 36.7% of incomes 
of people below the poverty line were eroded by the rice price increase from January 2007 to 
March 2008.7  
 
6. Agricultural growth driven by a shift from subsistence rice-based cultivation to commercial 
high-value agricultural commodities is another important instrument in advancing rural economic 
growth and contributing to long-term food security. The Government of Bangladesh promotes 
diversification in agriculture by encouraging private agribusiness as well as providing access to, 
and improving, rural infrastructure. Investments in rural infrastructure provide an opportunity to 
build technical skills and develop capacity within local governments, and have a gender-equality 
dimension. Rural infrastructure includes farm-to-market roads, power-related infrastructure, 
growth centers that provide marketplaces and should include women’s sections, water supply and 
sanitation, and infrastructure related to water resource management.  
 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy  
 
7. The National Water Resources Council, chaired by the prime minister, is the highest 
authority governing water resources management. The key agencies include the Water 
Resources Planning Organization, which is responsible for policy formulation and macro planning 
and coordination; the Bangladesh Water Development Board (BWDB), which is responsible for 
water resource schemes with command areas of 1,000 ha or more and hydrology monitoring; and 
the Local Government Engineering Department, which is responsible for schemes of less than 
1,000 ha.  
 
8. The National Water Policy (NWP), adopted by the government in 1999, sets out a 
comprehensive policy framework for the water sector as a whole and for large surface water 
irrigation schemes. According to the policy, (i) stakeholders in future schemes are to have a high 
degree of participation in planning, design, construction, and operation; (ii) poor and other 
                                                           
4  World Bank. 2014. World Development Indicators. Washington, DC.  
5  Planning Commission. 2015. Agriculture Sector Development Strategy, Background Paper for Seventh Five-Year 

Plan. Dhaka.  
6  Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). 2008. FAO database. http://wwwo.fao.org/ 
7  Centre for Policy Dialogue. 2008. Bangladesh Economy in FY2008: An Interim Review of Macroeconomic 

Performance. Dhaka. It takes the 2005 household income and expenditure survey data as a reference point.  
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vulnerable people are to have equitable access to water; (iii) women are to have an increased 
role in water management; (iv) scheme management is to be decentralized to the lowest 
appropriate level in accordance with basic integrated water resources management principles; 
and (v) social and environmental issues are to be properly managed. Future schemes are 
envisaged to be under private management through leasing, concession, or management 
contracts, or they are to be jointly managed by the scheme’s implementing agency along with 
local government and community organizations. The policy envisages sufficient knowledge and 
capability in the country to design, through broad public participation, water management plans 
with economic efficiency, gender equity, social justice, and environmental awareness contributing 
to the national objectives.  
 
9. The Guidelines of Participatory Water Management were jointly formulated by the Ministry 
of Water Resources and the Local Government Engineering Department, and were approved in 
2000. The guidelines emphasize stakeholder participation and sound institutional development for 
management transfer to local beneficiaries.  
 
10. The government also approved in 2004 a national water management plan (NWMP), 
which provides a framework for short- (5 years), medium- (10 years), and long-term (25 years) 
strategy and priority programs. Building on the NWP, the NWMP established eight focal agendas8 

and identified 84 national programs proposed for implementation over the next 25 years. In the 
short term, it focuses on institutional development and an enabling environment, along with 
critically urgent investment programs. Building on the NWMP, the government’s National Strategy 
for Economic Growth, Poverty Reduction and Social Development (March 2003), or interim 
poverty reduction strategy paper, prioritized (i) promoting rational management and optimal use of 
water resources; (ii) improving the quality of life by ensuring equitable, safe, and reliable access 
to water for production, health, and hygiene; and (iii) ensuring availability of clean water in 
sufficient quantities for multiple uses and preserving aquatic and water-dependent ecosystems. 
Investment priorities specified for the rural water resources sector include (i) saving properties 
and assets by controlling river erosion, monsoon flooding, and saline water intrusion; (ii) 
improving irrigation and reducing drainage congestion, and mitigating drought by re-excavating 
canals and watercourses; (iii) rationalizing existing projects while promoting stakeholder 
participation and multiple uses of flood embankments; and (iv) mitigating the impacts of arsenic 
contamination of groundwater. Operationalization and institutionalization of the policies and plans 
are expected to increase with the enactment of the Bangladesh Water Act 2013. 
 
11. The government’s Sixth Five-Year Plan, fiscal year (FY) 2011–FY2015 recognizes the 
need to raise agricultural productivity, foster crop diversification, and boost public spending on 
rural infrastructure. Sustainable water resources management is a priority for environmental 
protection under the plan. The government’s strategy for water resources 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; 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 NWP and NWMP to achieve efficient and 
integrated water management and sustainable O&M, including stakeholder participation. 
 
12. BWDB is the key agency for the implementation of water resources management projects. 
While operationalizing and institutionalizing the existing well-developed policy framework for 
                                                           
8  Including (i) institutional development, (ii) enabling framework, (iii) main river development, (iv) towns and rural areas, 

(v) major cities, (vi) disaster management, (vii) agriculture and water management, and (viii) natural environment and 
aquatic resources. 
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participatory management of projects and integrated water resources management remains a 
challenge, BWDB has acquired experience in implementing a range of water management 
projects. It has initiated self-driven institutional reform (needs-based reform) for filling the human 
resources deficit, especially at the entry level, and for restructuring. Given the approval of the 
government’s new participatory water resources management rule in February 2014,9 BWDB is 
entrusted with the registration, and performance, financial and institutional auditing of water 
management organizations, while these responsibilities were with the Department of 
Cooperatives. This regulatory change could bring more practicality to the water-related activities 
of water management organizations, but the capacity strengthening of BWDB is crucial for its new 
role.10  
 

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 

13. ADB has been one of the key development partners for water management in Bangladesh. 
Its experience covers a range of projects, including irrigation and drainage, water resources 
management, disaster rehabilitation, and flood and riverbank erosion protection. Since 1995, ADB 
has increasingly focused on improving the policy and institutional environment in support of the 
sector, including promoting participatory water resources management through financial support 
to three consecutive small-scale water resources sector projects (footnote 2).  
 
14. The Government of the Netherlands has been another prominent player covering a range 
of projects and programs for the sector, such as water management, coastal protection, char 
(river island) livelihood support, and river channel restoration. It also has a long history of close 
collaboration and cooperation with ADB. The Government of the Netherlands cofinanced the first 
and second Small-Scale Water Resources Sector Projects (footnote 2). The World Bank has also 
been a major player in water management, supporting sector reform and policy issues. It has 
supported the Water Management Improvement Project, which encompassed both investment 
and sector reform support. The Japan International Cooperation Agency has also assisted the 
sector, including technical cooperation for institutional capacity strengthening of BWDB. ADB has 
maintained close coordination with these partners through the water management working group 
of the Local Consultative Group, cofinancing, and collaboration on various projects and programs.  
 
15. ADB’s support has been extended to efficient water resources management in large-scale 
FCDI schemes through the application of participatory integrated water resources management. 
The current project was approved in 2005 and became the first successful case of use of 
participatory integrated water resources management in large schemes. The project also showed 
that through the integrated participatory approach, agricultural and fisheries production has 
improved substantially, as rice production almost doubled and fish production increased by about 
30%.11 Furthermore, the project achieved an average of at least 33% female representation in 
water management organizations. The current project contributed to building confidence in BWDB 
by demonstrating its capacity to handle a participatory project, and generated momentum for 
further promotion of beneficiary participation in management of large-scale FCDI schemes. The 
additional financing will support BWDB for enrooting its capacity for participatory water 
management, and ensuring sustainability of FCDI schemes.    

                                                           
9  Government of Bangladesh. 2014. Bangladesh Gazette. Additional Issue. SRO No. 23-2014. Dhaka.  
10  For instance, water management associations (WMAs) had to have a minimum of 10 lower-tier water management 

groups (WMGs) as per the cooperatives law. As WMA and WMG boundaries are delineated according to 
hydrological boundaries of relevant key water management structures, the anticipated command area of a WMA 
often includes less than 10 WMGs. This prevented the registration of WMAs under the cooperatives regulatory 
framework. This limitation was removed in the new rule (footnote 9).  

11 Implementation, Monitoring and Evaluation Division, Ministry of Planning. 2014. Mid-Term Evaluation Report of the 
Southwest Area Integrated Water Resources Planning and Management Project. Dhaka. 
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Sector Results Framework (Agriculture, Natural Resources, and Rural Development Sector, 2011–2015) 
Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 

Outcomes with ADB 
Contribution 

Indicators with Targets 
and Baselines 

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  
 

Agriculture infrastructure 
and systems expanded 
and improved  
 

2,000 km of rural roads 
upgraded by 2015  
 

Additional 158 km of 
riverbank protected and 142 
km 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)  
Southwest Integrated Water 
Resources Management 
(supplementary, $20 million)  
Second Sustainable Rural 
Infrastructure Improvement ($75 
million)  
 
Ongoing Projects  
Irrigation Management Improvement 
Project ($46 million)  
Flood and Riverbank Erosion Risk 
Management Investment Program 
(total $410 million, ADB $250 million)  
Agribusiness Development ($42.5 
million)  
Participatory Small-Scale Water 
Resources Sector ($55 million)  
Second Rural Infrastructure 
Improvement ($96.1 million)  
South West Integrated Water 
Resources Management ($20 million)  
Sustainable Rural Infrastructure 
Improvement ($60 million)  

8,000 m of bridges and culverts 
constructed  
300 rural markets improved, with 
134 women’s market sections  
 
100 km of riverbanks vulnerable 
to erosion protected and 
rehabilitated to protect farmland, 
adopting low-cost riverbank 
protection technology using geo-
textiles  
 
57,000 ha of land under improved 
flood control, drainage, and 
irrigation  
 
50,000 ha converted to high-
value crop production and 10,000 
demonstration plots for high-value 
crops established  

ADB = Asian Development Bank, ha = hectare, km = kilometer, m = meter.  
Source: Asian Development Bank 


