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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): TRANSPORT 
 
A. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Transport network and traffic in Bangladesh. The transport system of Bangladesh 
consists of roads, railways, inland waterways, two seaports for maritime shipping, and civil 
aviation, catering to both domestic and international traffic. It has about 271,000 kilometers (km) 
of roads, including about 21,000 km of major roads; 2,835 route-km of railways; 3,800 km of 
perennial waterways (which increases to 6,000 km during the monsoon) and the ports of Mongla 
and Chittagong; and three international airports (Dhaka, Chittagong, and Sylhet) and eight 
domestic airports. Most major transport infrastructure improvements have targeted roads, 
followed by ports (especially in Chittagong) and civil aviation. The railway network inherited from 
the British Indian Railway system is a disjointed network separated by the Jamuna River, with 
two separate and incompatible gauges. Navigable inland waterways have shrunk from about 
8,000 km in 1970, partly because of inadequate dredging.  
 
2. Motor vehicle registrations nearly doubled from 0.74 million in 2003 to 1.34 million in 
2009—a 10.5% average annual increase. The biggest increase was in two-wheelers 
(motorcycles); excluding two-wheelers, the average annual increase was 7.4%. About 40% of 
vehicles are registered in Dhaka. Most cars are registered in Dhaka (79%), but only 9% of auto 
rickshaws. During the government’s fiscal year (FY, from 1 July to 30 June) 2008/09, 
Bangladesh Railway transported about 65 million passengers, an increase of more than 50% 
from about 43 million in FY 2003/04. Freight traffic in FY 2006/07 was 3.01 million tons, down 
from 3.47 million tons in FY 2003/04. The first container train was introduced on 5 August 1991. 
As a result, container traffic increased from 542,000 tons in FY 2003/04 to 615,000 tons in FY 
2008/09. Chittagong is the main port, handling 92% of imports and exports. The quantity of 
containers handled at Chittagong in the past 10 years increased at an average annual rate of 
about 13.8%. In FY 2009/10, the port handled 1.21 million twenty-foot equivalent units (TEUs) of 
containers, compared with more than 600,000 TEUs in FY 2003/04. Bulk cargo throughput 
increased from about 21 million tons in FY 2003/04 to 37 million tons in FY 2009/10. In the past 
10 years, Mongla Port has lost half of its market share to Chittagong. Mongla now handles less 
than 10% of Bangladesh’s seaborne trade. About 300 ships call at the port and it handles about 
1.5 million tons of imports and exports each year plus about 20,000 TEUs in FY 2009/10.  
 
3. Operations and management. Four ministries manage transport-subsector investment 
plans and policies. The Ministry of Communication is responsible for major highways and bridges 
through the Roads and Highways Department and the Bangladesh Bridge Authority. The Ministry 
of Railways is responsible for railways through Bangladesh Railway. The Ministry of Local 
Government, Rural Development, and Cooperatives is responsible for rural roads through its 
Local Government Engineering Department (city corporations manage urban roads). The 
Ministry of Shipping is responsible for inland waterways, ports, and shipping. Within the Ministry 
of Shipping, the two major seaports are managed by Chittagong Port Authority and Mongla Port 
Authority; inland waterway ports are managed by the Bangladesh Inland Waters Transport 
Authority; and land ports are managed by the Land Port Authority. The Planning Commission is 
responsible for coordinating investment and main policies. 
 
4. The public sector provides most rail and port services. However, in recent years private 
sector involvement in road transport, inland water transport, and ocean shipping has increased 
considerably. The private sector is also gradually entering the domestic air transport and 
passenger rail markets, as well as the transport logistics market. Geographic factors limit the 
inland waterway system. In Bangladesh, many rivers lack high-capacity bridges, requiring the 
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use of ferries. As a result, both intraurban and interurban distribution services must rely on small 
trucks. Limited network capacity and poor quality infrastructure also constrain rail and road 
services. Inadequate maintenance has led to severe deterioration of major and minor sections of 
roads and railways. Cost recovery levels of all modes are low because of numerous regulations 
and subsidies. Assets are replaced infrequently, particularly for railways, resulting in poor quality 
service and high unit costs of transport. 
 
5. Expenditure. The largest development expenditure in the country is for transport. About 
80% of the transport budget went to roads, 18% to inland water transport, and 2% to railways. 
The funding allocated to roads was mostly used for major corridors and secondary roads. 
Railways and inland waterways infrastructure and services have degraded because of a lack of 
expansion and renewal investment, causing demand for these modes of transport to drop. From 
1975 to 2005, road transport’s modal share rose from 54% to 88% for passenger traffic and from 
35% to 80% for freight. Traffic grew at an average annual rate of 8.2% while passenger transport 
traffic grew at 8.4% in the past 10 years. 
 
6. Policies and sector issues. In April 2004, the government approved the National Land 
Transport Policy (NLTP), which introduced the concept of long-term network planning and 
integration of transport policy, planning, and appraisal across land transport modes. Built upon 
the NLTP, the draft Integrated Multimodal Transport Policy emphasizes more rational and 
balanced investments and better coordination across transport modes. In 2004 the NLTP 
established a transport sector coordination wing under the Planning Commission to coordinate 
the transport-related activities of the ministries of communication, railways1, shipping, civil 
aviation, and tourism, as well as local government division.  
 
7. Physical and institutional improvement is undertaken by each subsector in line with the 
long-term policy provided in the NLTP and the master plan for each subsector. Major issues by 
subsector include the following: 
 

(i) major roads: maintenance financing, quality, safety, and overloading;  
(ii) rural roads: better planning;  
(iii) railways: restructuring of Bangladesh Railways into a commercially oriented 

organization in conjunction with substantial investment in infrastructure, rolling 
stocks and wagons, equipment, and technical modernization;  

(iv) inland waterways: efficient dredging and tariff regulation; and  
(v) ports: operation efficiency improvements in ports.  

 
8. As indicated in the NLTP, environmental adaptation needs to be taken into account in 
project assessment, which will help mitigate the effects of climate change. The road master plan 
has been prepared. The railway program for institutional reform is continuing under the 
framework of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) Railway Sector Investment Program,2 in 
parallel with the government railway development plan containing investment proposals for the 
next 20 years. The inland waterway transport sector policy has been approved in principle and 
work on the master plan is being finalized. The operational efficiency of the Chittagong Port has 

                                                 
1  The Ministry of Railways was established by the Government of Bangladesh in 2011. The railway sector was 

previously also managed by the Ministry of Communication. 
2  ADB. 2006. 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 the Railway Sector 
Investment Program. Manila. 
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been improved through an ADB loan and technical assistance (TA)3 in terms of physical and 
institutional enhancement. ADB provided additional TA to develop a framework for port and 
logistics efficiency improvement.4 
 
B. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
9. Under the draft Integrated Multimodal Transport Policy, the government aims to provide 
safe, reliable, effective, and fully integrated transport operations. The draft policy seeks to 
improve transport services, minimize transport costs, and integrate transport services with the 
regional transport network. The draft policy will cover all transport modes—roads, railways, ports 
and shipping, inland water, air, rural transport, and urban transport.  
 
10. The government’s Sixth Five Year Plan calls for the development of a balanced and 
integrated transport network. Development efforts are to be concentrated on five main corridors: 
(i) Dhaka–Chittagong, (ii) Dhaka–Northwest, (iii) Dhaka–Khulna, (iv) Dhaka–Sylhet, and (v) 
Khulna–Northwest. To meet the huge financing demand during plan period (2011–2015), the 
government aims to triple investment in infrastructure development from 2% to 6% of gross 
domestic product with substantial private sector participation through public–private partnerships 
(PPPs). 
 
11. A road master plan approved in 2009 will guide the priority investment program in the 
subsector. It provides a physical plan for new road construction as well as rehabilitation and 
maintenance. The master plan examines the inherent problems of the Roads and Highway 
Department's road networks, including inadequate structural strength of pavement, deterioration 
of roads because of a lack of maintenance, damage to roads caused by vehicle overloading, and 
a lack of adequate road safety. The master plan outlines recommendations to address these 
problems and proposes short- and long-term investment programs for the next 20 years.  
 
C. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 

1. ADB Experience in the Sector 
 
12. Since 1973, ADB has been active in four transport subsectors: roads, rail, ports, and 
urban transport. It has provided 15 loans to the road subsector, four loans to the rail subsector, 
and two loans to the ports subsector. ADB has financed the rehabilitation and expansion of rural 
roads as major components of four rural infrastructure projects, and has provided considerable 
financial assistance in the form of project preparatory TA and advisory TA. 
 
13. ADB is implementing seven transport sector loan projects. ADB introduced a 
performance-based routine road maintenance system in Bangladesh and is supporting 
Bangladesh Railway reforms. These reforms include restructuring the railway into 
line-of-business and improving financial governance, management and accounting systems, 
human resource governance and utilization, and operation and maintenance. 
 
14. Given the low capacity of government agencies, institutional reform and capacity 
development—along with capital investments—are essential to sustainable transport 

                                                 
3  ADB. 2005. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan And Technical 

Assistance Grant to the People’s Republic of Bangladesh for the Chittagong Port Trade Facilitation Project. Manila. 
4  ADB. 2009. Technical Assistance to the People’s Republic of Bangladesh for Port and Logistics Efficiency 

Improvement. Manila (TA 7389-BAN). 
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development. Policy and institutional reforms in Bangladesh Railway, the Roads and Highways 
Department, the Chittagong Port Authority, the Mongla Port Authority, and the Land Port 
Authority should improve governance and management of the transport sector.   
 

2. Role of Other Development Partners 
 

15. The other major development partners in transport are the Department for International 
Development of the United Kingdom, the Islamic Development Bank, the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency, the Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development, the OPEC Fund for 
International Development, and the World Bank. Additional bilateral agencies have supported 
rural infrastructure projects. The development partners are united in supporting the 
implementation of the NLTP, including the establishment of a road fund, and in addressing other 
transport governance issues. In subsectors where other development partners play a leading 
role, such as in inland water transport and telecommunication, ADB has taken a supportive role. 
 

3. Intended Sector Outcomes and Key Outputs Supported by ADB  
 
16. Overall sector. ADB will (i) pursue an optimal multimodal mix; (ii) promote efficiency in 
economic activities and energy consumption, taking into consideration environmental and 
resource constraints; and (iii) strengthen coordination among transport subsectors and 
intermodal connectivity. ADB will also support government initiatives to strengthen governance 
and project implementation capacity through modernization of transport institutions (e.g., 
streamlining business procedures) and improvement of project readiness. 
 
17. Roads. ADB will support the removal of bottlenecks in the main highway network, taking 
into account accelerating demand for transport and growing freight traffic. Interventions in roads 
will focus on improving the main transport corridors, particularly those that facilitate subregional 
trade. An expected increase in traffic between Dhaka and Chittagong will require additional 
major infrastructure. According to the conceptual design for the Dhaka–Chittagong access- 
controlled expressway prepared under the ADB–financed Road Maintenance and Improvement 
Project,5 the government intends to build the country’s first expressway using a PPP model. This 
TA loan supports preparing the design for this project, selecting an appropriate PPP scheme, 
and choosing the concessionaire. 
 
18. Rails. In railways, ADB will direct future investment and policy support toward developing 
railway corridors, including the link between Dhaka and Chittagong as well as other main 
corridors, such as Dhaka–Darsana–Khulna/India. ADB has been providing support for ongoing 
railway reforms (footnote 2). Bangladesh Railway must undertake several key reforms to apply 
for investment by ADB and other development partners. ADB will support subregional 
cooperation in railways and harmonization of policies, technical standards, and operating 
procedures, thereby boosting international rail traffic, including transit traffic. 
 
19. Ports. Port efficiency must improve substantially to boost Bangladesh’s trade 
competitiveness. ADB is assisting the government in increasing the capacity of Chittagong Port. 
 

                                                 
5  ADB. 2000. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loans to the People’s 

Republic of Bangladesh for the Road Maintenance and Improvement Project. Manila. 
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Problem Tree for Transport Sector 
 

Constrained economic growth  Physical and nonphysical barriers 
to transport flow 

 Low productivity of state-run 
transport services strains budget 

 Limited contribution of regional 
trade to national economy 

 
 

  
Inadequate transport system with low service level 

 

 
 

Insufficient infrastructure  Operation and maintenance and transport services  Policy and institutional framework 
 

 Roads 
 
— Most highways are two lanes only with 
bottlenecks  
— Regional and district roads are in poor 
condition 
— Implementation delays lower the return 
on investment 

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

 Limited integration of multimodal 
opportunities 
 

Slow implementation of strategic 
international transit corridors 
 
Slow reform process in the railway 
sector  

 
 Railways 

 
— Network split into broad gauge and 
meter gauge for historic reasons 
— Most important corridor Dhaka– 
Chittagong is on meter gauge and 
predominantly single-track, limiting the 
overall capacity of the line 
— Performance low because of 
underinvestment and insufficient 
management practice  

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

 Noninclusive transport and emission 
policy 

 
Low level of traffic rules enforcement  

 

Slow project implementation suggests 
need for streamlining or 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 because of siltation, lack of 
24-hour navigation aids, bridges with low 
clearance, and poor infrastructure in river 
ports and jetties 

 Maritime Sector and Inland Waterways 
 
— Low administrative capability  
— Management practices need 
modernization  
— Port computerization needs to be 
further developed 
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Sector Results Framework: Transport 
 

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  
Planned and Ongoing ADB 

Interventions 
Main Outputs Expected 
from ADB Contributions 

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-kilometers in 
2015 

 
Rail freight traffic 
increased from 710 
million ton-kilometers in 
2010 to 1,238 million 
ton-kilometers in 2015 
 
Annual average daily 
traffic (motorized) on 
national and regional 
highways increased from 
3,085 in 2010 to 4,532 in 
2015 
 

Road transport 
systems expanded, 
improved, and 
maintained  
 
 

Roads newly constructed 
(5,416 km), and rehabilitated 
(7,809 km) by 2015 
 
Bridges constructed and 
rehabilitated (51.3 km) 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) 

South–West Road Network($136 
million) 

Regional Transport Connectivity 
Project ($300 million) 

(iii) Ongoing projects 

Road Network Improvement and 
Maintenance Project ($126 
million) 

Improvement to RHD 
operations efficiency 

Periodic road maintenance 
for about 840 km and 
performance-based 
maintenance contracts for 
about 155 km 

Design for 2,400 km of 
roads with regional impact 

Design for 215 km of 
expressway between Dhaka 
and Chittagong 

 

Rail transport systems 
expanded, improved, 
and maintained; 
Bangladesh Railway 
restructured  
 
 
 

Tongi–Bairab Bazar line with 
double track by 2015  
 
Length of railway in usable 
conditions to be increased 
from 2,835 km in 2010 to 
4,237 km in 2015 
 
Bangladesh Railway 
reorganized by line of 
business, and with 
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) 

Improvement of Bangladesh 
Railway’s operational 
efficiency 

Double tracking for 64 km 

Line capacity improvement 
by signaling upgrading for 
14 stations 

Feasibility studies and 
detailed design for 340 km 
of new railway line with 
regional impact  

Feasibility studies for 3 
major railway bridges and 
upgrading of signaling in 40 
stations in the west zone of 
Bangladesh Railway 
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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  
Planned and Ongoing ADB 

Interventions 
Main Outputs Expected 
from ADB Contributions 

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

ICT-based operation system 
introduced 
 
Vessel turnaround time 
reduced by 20.0%  
 
International port security and 
environmental standards met 

(i) Planned key activity areas

Capital investment (95% of 
funds) 

Sector reform (5% of funds) 

(ii) Projects in the pipeline 

Port Development Project ($40 
million)  

(iii) Ongoing projects 

Chittagong Port Trade facilitation 
Project ($30.6 million) 

Net revenue increased to 
$40 million 

Annual growth in container 
throughput increased more 
than 6% 

Container dwell time 
reduced from 22 to 12 days 

Vessel turnaround time 
reduced by 50% to 4 days 

   ICT = information and communications technology, km = kilometer.  
   Source: ADB and Government of Bangladesh 
 
 

 


