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Sector Road Map 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities  

1. Bangladesh, with a population of about 166 million (2018) and a land area of 
147,570 square kilometers (km), is among the most densely populated countries in the world and 
one of the most vulnerable to climate risk.1 Two thirds of the country is less than 5 meters (m) 
above mean sea level, in the world’s largest tropical river deltas of the Ganges, Brahmaputra, 
and Meghna. Bangladesh has made steady economic progress from 2012–2018, with annual 
gross domestic product (GDP) growth exceeding 6% on average. The United Nations declared 
Bangladesh eligible to graduate to a developing country from a least developed country by 2024.2 
The country’s Seventh Five Year Plan, FY2016–FY2020 is crafted toward this end and aims to 
achieve average growth of at least 7% per year over the plan period. It is on track to meet this 
target, with annual GDP growth of 7.1% in 2016 and 7.3% in 2017. The Asian Development 
Outlook on global economic prospects forecasts that Bangladesh will grow at an average of 7.1% 
over FY2018–FY2019, with strong domestic demand and strengthening exports. It also projects 
that investments will benefit from low interest rates and improved infrastructure.3 

2. Agriculture constituted about 15.5% of Bangladesh’s GDP in 2015, which is in the same 
range as the rest of South Asia. Although the share of agriculture has been declining gradually 
over the years, about 50% of Bangladesh’s workforce is still directly or indirectly employed in the 
agriculture sector and it remains a major contributor to poverty reduction, with rising wages. 
Annual growth in agriculture was less than 2% from 1972–1992 (in the first two decades after 
independence), rising to 3.0% during 2000–2010 and 3.5% from 2011–2018.4 The country has 
achieved near self-sufficiency in cereal production, with a strong emphasis on rice production—
reaching annual growth of 3.2%, which is well above the population growth. The plan focuses on 
maintaining self-sufficiency in cereal production and aiming crop diversification; increased 
productivity; and promoting agribusiness to increase rural income and economic development. It 
cites the major challenges in agriculture as the promotion of production technology, nutrition, 
value chains, and maintaining food security. The major constraints cited are insufficient market 
infrastructure and transport climate change impacts (owing to the poor road condition) . The plan 
puts forward specific strategies to overcome the challenges and constraints in agricultural 
development.  

3. Road transportation is the dominant mode of transportation in Bangladesh, carrying more 
than 70% of passenger and 60% of freight traffic.5 Road ownership is divided as follows: (i) the 
Roads and Highways Department owns and maintains national highways, regional highways, 
and zila (district) roads; and (ii) the Local Government Engineering Department (LGED) and local 
government institutions (LGIs) own and maintain sub-district or upazila roads (UZRs), union 

                                                
1  United Nations. Statistics Division. World Statistics Pocketbook. According to the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 

the population as of 1 July 2014 was 156.8 million.  
2  United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs. 2018. Leaving the LDCs category: Booming Bangladesh 

prepares to graduate. News release. 13 March. 
3  ADB. 2018. Asian Development Outlook 2018: How Technology Affects Jobs. Manila. 
4  Government of Bangladesh, Planning Commission. 2015. Seventh Five Year Plan, FY2016–FY2020. Dhaka. 
5  Seventh Five-Year Plan, 2016–2020 (footnote 5). Chapter 6: Transport and Communication Development Strategy.  

http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/?id=47243-004-3
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/publications/pocketbook/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/policy/leaving-the-ldcs-category-booming-bangladesh-prepares-to-graduate.html.
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/policy/leaving-the-ldcs-category-booming-bangladesh-prepares-to-graduate.html.
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roads (UNRs), and village roads.6 The total road network of Bangladesh covers 374,245 km, of 
which 352,943 km (94%) are rural roads. 

4. Rural connectivity is a key component of rural development in Bangladesh. Rural roads 
contribute significantly to generating increased agricultural incomes and productive employment 
opportunities, alongside promoting access to economic and social services. Rural roads are 
lifelines for people residing in rural areas. Bangladesh has a large network of rural roads, many 
of which were constructed in 1990–2010 on earthen embankments owned by union parishads 
(rural councils) or zila parishads (district councils). These roads are vital to the agriculture sector. 
Since 1995, the Government of Bangladesh, with the support of the international development 
community, has continued to expand and improve the rural road network. From 1996–2016, rural 
infrastructure in Bangladesh improved significantly. Despite progress, however, rural connectivity 
remains weak, impeding physical and economic access to goods and services. About 40% of the 
rural population has access to all-weather roads, which make up only 28% of the rural roads in 
the country. The government is making a sustained effort to address inadequate improvement of 
the rural road network, using its own resources as well as in cooperation with development 
partners. It proposes to increase the percentage of good rural roads in the country in a series of 
steps from 43% in 2016 to 80% in 2020.7 

5. The proposed project will improve the accessibility of the rural road network in agriculture 
value development zones in Bangladesh, increasing the engagement of the rural population in 
agricultural production and agribusiness development. It will support the government’s 
agricultural strategy, envisaged in the plan’s goals of increasing agricultural productivity, 
encouraging commercial agriculture and agribusiness development, increasing employment 
opportunities for rural poor people, and reducing the poverty level. The project is in line with the 
country partnership strategy for Bangladesh, 2016–2020 of the Asian Development Bank (ADB).8  

6. Maintenance of rural roads. Rural road maintenance has a significant backlog because 
insufficient budget is allocated to maintenance. The government budgetary policy for rural road 
maintenance is inadequate. Although the rural road maintenance budget has increased every 
year, it is not sufficient to meet maintenance needs. Details of the maintenance budget allocation 
and estimated maintenance need, including the rehabilitation and reconstruction of roads in 
disrepair, are in Table 1. The average allocation from 2012–2018 is about 15.0% of the estimated 
need, adding to the large maintenance backlog. However, the average increase in allocation for 
rural road maintenance from 2012–2018 was 15.6% per year, indicating that more investment is 
required to overcome the problem. 

Table 1: Allocation of Funds from 2012–2017a 
Financial 
Year 

Calculated Need 
(Tk million) 

Allocated Spent 
Tk million % of 

Need 
% 

Increase 
Tk million % of 

Allocation 
2011–2012  6,250.00    5.00   
2012–2013 57,213.52   7,600.00 13.29    21.60 7,600.00 100 
2013–2014 52,632.50 8,350.00 15.87   9.87 8,350.00 100 
2014–2015 48,038.60 9,750.00 20.30 16.77  9,750.00 100 
2015–2016 97,035.70 10,750.00 11.08 10.26 10,750.00 100 
2016–2017 76,221.30 12,500.00 16.40 16.28 12,500.00 100 
2017–2018      112,590.60 14,850.00 13.19 18.80   

                                                
6   Bangladesh Gazette. 6 November 2003. 
7  Good roads comprise all-weather (paved) and gravel roads. 
8  ADB. 2016. Country Partnership Strategy: Bangladesh, 2016–2020. Manila. 
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a  District fund allocation for rural road and bridge maintenance, Road Maintenance and Road Safety Unit, Local 
Government Engineering Department. 

Source: Local Government Engineering Department. 

2. Government’s Sector Strategy  

7. The Local Government Division launched the Rural Roads and Bridge Maintenance Policy 
(RRBMP) in 2013. The policy commits the government to funding road maintenance on an 
incremental basis. The key strategies are (i) reducing the backlog in road maintenance, 
(ii) improving and rehabilitating the roads to climate-resilient standard, (iii) improving 
maintenance skills and institutional capacity, (iv) establishing a comprehensive and reliable 
inventory for roads, bridges and culverts, (v) establishing a link between the inventory and 
geographical information system spatial database, and (vi) upgrading the road and bridge 
maintenance standards.  

8. The government’s sector strategies are well defined in the Seventh Five Year Plan. One 
of the priorities for the transport sector is to continue to repair, maintain, improve, and expand 
existing roads on a priority basis. The plan has set strategic priorities for rural transport 
development and management: (i) double lane or upgrade and maintain selected busy UZRs and 
UNRs with larger commercial vehicle traffic; and roads integrating with the multimodal transport 
system, maintenance of existing paved rural road network; (ii) improve UZRs, UNRs, and 
prioritized village roads with strategic importance connecting road, railway, and waterway 
networks, initiate preparation of the land use map. The proposed project is in line with both 
priorities, as UZRs and UNRs will be rehabilitated and widened to improve rural road connectivity. 

9. The government’s five-year planning process regularly sets targets for improvements to 
the national rural road network. The current targets, contained in the plan, are in Table 2. The 
plan’s budget allocation for the LGED indicates an annual increase of almost 20% during the 
period to achieve these targets. During the Sixth Five Year Plan (2011–2015), 28,697 km of rural 
roads were constructed and/or maintained and 125,856 m of bridges and/or structures were built 
in the country (footnote 5). The lessons learned from the Sixth Five Year plan include: (i) the 
development of the rural road network contributed to a reduction in the intensity of rural poverty; 
(ii) the Human Development Index improved because of the improved rural road network; (iii) 
development planning should be supported by proper land use planning; (iv) rural roads built in 
1990–2010 did not have proper geometry or design; (v) land acquisition involves huge 
administrative difficulties; (vi) overloaded vehicles significantly damage rural roads and increase 
maintenance costs; (vii) roads safety has become a challenge; and (viii) roadside developments 
obstruct drainage. The RRBMP has provided directives to arrange maintenance funds through 
public–private partnership, with the involvement of LGIs. However, the plan has noted a challenge 
to its implementation, as this requires significant capacity building of LGIs and other stakeholders. 

Table 2: Targets for Improvements of Upazila and Union Road Networks to Good 
and Fair Condition during the Seventh Five Year Plan, Bangladesh, 2016–2021 

Year 2014  
(base year) 

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Planned percentagea 33% 43% 52% 62% 72% 80% 
Estimated length of UZR and UNR (km)b 27,237 35,491 42,920 51,173 59,427 66,030 
Achieved (km) 27,237 30,456 (...) (...) (...) (...) 
Achieved percentage 33%  37% (...) (...) (...) (...) 
Estimated length of rural roads to be maintained 
each year (km)   8,254 7,429 8,253 8,254 6,603 

  km = kilometer, UNR = union road, UZR = upazila road, (…) = data not available  
  a   Government of Bangladesh, Planning Commission. 2015. Seventh Five Year Plan, FY2016–FY2020. Dhaka. 
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   b  Total UZRs and UNRs amount to 82,538 km. Paved roads total 53,432 km, of which 57% (30,456 km) were assumed 
to be in fair and/or good condition in 2015. 

  Source: Local Government Engineering Department. 
 

3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

10. ADB supports inclusive economic growth and poverty reduction in Bangladesh through 
the strategic priorities identified in the country partnership strategy, 2016–2020 (footnote 9). 
ADB’s Strategy 2020 also advocates rural infrastructure development.9 Recognizing the 
importance of rural infrastructure for economic growth and poverty reduction in Bangladesh, ADB 
and other development partners, including German development cooperation through KfW, have 
supported the government’s efforts to develop rural infrastructure through several projects.10 
Initially focusing on building rural roads, bridges, culverts, and the capacity of LGIs, ADB 
broadened its support to include the construction of growth center markets, flood shelters, and 
union parishad offices. Subsequently, gender considerations and community participation in rural 
infrastructure planning, implementation, and operation and maintenance were included.   
 
11. In rural infrastructure development, ADB aims to foster rural connectivity through improved 
road connectivity, upgraded marketing facilities, and better rural infrastructure management. 
ADB’s priorities are (i) ensuring the local community participates in the decision-making process; 
(ii) promoting gender equity in economic opportunities; (iii) ensuring proper operation and 
maintenance, technical skills enhancement, and capacity building of LGIs; (iv) developing climate 
change-resilient infrastructure; and (v) raising awareness on road safety.  
 
12. Rural infrastructure projects have high potential for contributing to poverty reduction and 
social inclusiveness. ADB, other development partners, and the LGED have learned lessons 
through implementing several such projects. Those lessons, which were incorporated in the 
design and implementation arrangements of subsequent rural infrastructure projects, include 
(i) using advance action to engage consultants; (ii) establishing soil laboratories in the LGED 
regional offices, which enable adequate soil and material testing before construction; (iii) training 
contractors on contract management and financial management; (iv) adopting a participatory 
approach to project planning and implementation as a standard practice; (v) conducting a road 
user cost study; (vi) institutionalizing labor contracting societies to maintain rural roads, plant 
trees, and maintain the trees; (vii) providing sections for women in most markets; 
(viii) institutionalizing gender and development principles in the LGED; (ix) sharpening the poverty 
focus of projects; and (x) building the capacity of local governments. The project will include pilot 
routine maintenance in civil works contracts for 5 years for 242 km to encourage the LGED to 
adopt maintenance contracts in future projects to ensure better asset quality and improved 
maintenance. The project will also strengthen maintenance planning and asset management 
through the attached TA. 

                                                
9 ADB. 2008. Strategy 2020: The Long-Term Strategic Framework of the Asian Development Bank, 2008–2020. Manila. 
10 ADB-supported projects include (i) ADB. 1988. Loan to Bangladesh for Rural Infrastructure Development. Manila; 

(ii) ADB. 1992. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and a 
Technical Assistance Grant to the People’s Republic of Bangladesh for the Second Rural Infrastructure Development 
Project. Manila; (iii) ADB. 1997. Loan to Bangladesh for Third Rural Infrastructure Development. Manila; (iv) ADB. 
2002. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the People’s 
Republic of Bangladesh for the Rural Infrastructure Improvement Project. Manila; (v) ADB. 2006. Report and 
Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and Administration of Department for 
International Development of the United Kingdom Grant to the People’s Republic of Bangladesh for the Second Rural 
Infrastructure Improvement Project. Manila; and (vi) ADB. 2010. Report and Recommendation of the President to 
the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the People’s Republic of Bangladesh for the Sustainable Rural 
Infrastructure Improvement Project. Manila.  
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