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POVERTY ANALYSIS (SUMMARY)1 
 
A. Poverty Trends and Status 
 
1. Bangladesh has made steady and commendable progress in poverty reduction. In 
addition to being on track for achieving the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) target of 
reducing income poverty by half by 2015, impressive gains have been made in other indicators 
of well-being. Bangladesh is on course to meet the MDG target for infant and child mortality and 
has already met the target for gender parity in primary and secondary schooling. Child health 
indicators have improved, with considerably fewer neonatal deaths. Clean drinking water and 
adequate sanitation are more accessible, but rapid urbanization poses particular challenges, as 
does high maternal mortality. 
 
2. Income poverty incidence declined substantially from FY1992 to FY2010. Nationwide, 
the poverty headcount index declined by more than 25 percentage points over the period 
FY1992 and FY2010 (Table 1). The decline in income poverty incidence stems from strong and 
sustained process in inclusive economic growth. The economy’s expansion from FY1990 to 
FY2010 by 5.3% annually, on average, meant a rise in real, per capita gross domestic product 
of over 142%. 

Table 1: Headcount Poverty Rate (%) 
Year Rural Urban National 
FY1974 82.9 81.4  
FY1982 73.8 66.0  
FY1992 58.7 42.7 56.6 
FY1996 54.5 27.8 50.1 
FY2000 52.3 35.2 48.9 
FY2005 43.8 28.4 40.0 
FY2010 35.2 21.3 31.5 
Source: Government of Bangladesh, household income and expenditure surveys. 
 
3. Poverty reduction accelerated in the decade from FY2000 to FY2010, declining by 17.4 
percentage points, compared with a decline by 7.7 percentage points from FY1992 to FY2000. 
This can be attributed to more rapid gross domestic product growth, faster urbanization, rising 
labor productivity and wages, and a shift from low-return agricultural labor to nonfarm 
employment and growth in export industries. An increasing flow of remittances also contributed 
to accelerated poverty reduction. Equally important has been fertility declines, which have 
lowered the number of dependents per household, and higher labor force participation and 
educational attainment, particularly among women. 
 
4. The extreme poor have benefited from progress in poverty reduction. Those with 
incomes below the “lower poverty line” are considered to be the “extreme poor.” The incidence 
of extreme poverty fell by nearly 22.6 percentage points in rural areas and by 15.9 percentage 
points in urban areas during FY1990–FY2010. In addition, progress in reducing extreme poverty 
accelerated during FY2000–FY2010. 

                                                 
1 This summary is based on the findings of the country poverty assessment, 2010 and other routine Asian 

Development Bank poverty assessments undertaken as part of annual country programming. It also draws 
extensively on Government of Bangladesh, 2009. Steps Towards Change: the National Strategy for Accelerated 
Poverty Reduction II (Revised), FY2009–FY2011. Dhaka; Government of Bangladesh. 2011. Sixth Five-Year Plan: 
FY2011-FY2015. Dhaka; and World Bank. 2008. Poverty Assessment for Bangladesh: Creating Opportunities and 
Bridging the East–West Divide. Bangladesh Development Series Paper Number 26. Dhaka. 
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5. Rural poverty. Poverty continues to be largely a rural phenomenon. In FY2010, the 
rural poverty incidence was 35.2%, much more than the urban poverty rate of 21.3%. The 
extreme poverty rate was 21.1% in rural areas, nearly three times the 7.7% in urban areas. The 
75% of the population that lives in rural areas includes 84% of the nation’s poor. 

6. Absolute numbers of poor people. The absolute number of poor people in 
Bangladesh, while falling modestly over time, remains quite large because of population growth.  
In FY1992, an estimated 64 million people were classified as poor. By FY2010, this number had 
declined to 47 million. Similarly, the number of extreme poor declined from 46.7 million to 25.7 
million over the same period. 

7. Inequality. Income inequality in Bangladesh compares favorably with that of other South 
Asian countries. It increased in the 1990s, as reflected in the Gini coefficient rising nationally 
from moderate inequality at 0.39 in FY1992 to high inequality at 0.47 in FY2005, with the trend 
reversed slightly in 2010 to 0.46. Much of the high inequality nationally reflected a significant 
rural–urban income gap. While urban inequality declined from FY2005 to FY2010, rural 
inequality remained unchanged. This is reflected in a decrease in the Gini coefficient for urban 
areas from 0.50 in FY2005 to 0.45 in FY2010 and an unchanged Gini coefficient of 0.43 during 
the period for the rural areas. 
 
8. Regional dimensions of poverty. Poverty incidence is uneven across regions, with the 
western parts of the country showing higher poverty than the rest. In FY2010, Rangpur Division 
had the highest incidence of poverty at 42.3%, followed by Rajshahi Division at 39.4% and 
Khulna Division at 32.1%. Chittagong Division had the lowest poverty incidence at 26.2%, 
followed by Sylhet Division at 28.1% and Dhaka at 30.5%. Rapid growth in remittances has 
made an important contribution to poverty reduction in Sylhet and Chittagong. 
 
9. Millennium Development Goals. Bangladesh is on track to achieve several of its MDG 
targets including those related to reducing hunger, net enrolment in primary education, gender 
parity in primary and secondary education, reducing child mortality and improving immunization 
coverage, rolling back malaria and controlling tuberculosis, and improving drinking water supply. 
There are several areas that need accelerated attention if all MDGs are to be met: poverty 
reduction and employment generation, higher primary school completion and adult literacy 
rates, creating more wage employment for women, reduced maternal mortality rate and 
increased presence of skilled health-care personnel at deliveries, broader comprehensive 
knowledge of HIV/AIDS, wider forest coverage, and greater penetration of information and 
communication technology. The country struggles to maintain protected areas and provide safe 
drinking water and sanitary latrines, particularly in rural areas. In terms of addressing non-
income poverty, a key challenge is to reach the poorest groups and regions, including urban 
slums, hill tracts, coastal belts, and other ecologically vulnerable areas. 
 
10. Labor market issues. To link growth and poverty reduction, the Government of 
Bangladesh is attaching importance to imparting skills training that targets external and 
domestic markets alike by activating technical training centers in all districts of the country, 
equipping them with trainers and equipment, and assisting their logistics. The National 
Employment Policy, 2010 emphasized protecting labor rights; improving living standards; and 
ensuring fair wages by determining an appropriate minimum wage and setting wages consistent 
with the cost of living, skill differences, and the nature of jobs. Gender parity in wages has been 
attained in most sectors. 
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B. Poverty Causes and Characteristics 
 
11. Poverty characteristics. Analysis of data from successive rounds of household income 
and expenditure surveys shows that poverty is more likely when a household has more 
dependents, little education, or a female as its head. Those engaged in daily wage work in 
informal sectors are more likely to be poor than all others. In rural areas, the larger the 
landholding, the less likely a household is poor. 
 
12.  Infrastructure, geography, and poverty. The geographic location of a household 
influences its propensity to be poor. Remoteness from local markets and Dhaka and lack of 
access to infrastructure, including electricity and transport to local markets, are characteristics of 
poor areas. Location in the western part of the country tends to raise the poverty risk, as the two 
major rivers, the Ganges and Brahmaputra, significantly impair connectivity with the nation’s 
main urban growth poles in Dhaka and Chittagong. Building the Padma Multipurpose Bridge is 
expected to make an important contribution to overcoming the geographical disadvantages of 
western Bangladesh. 
 
13. Slow employment growth. A dearth of productive and remunerative employment is a 
major cause of poverty and vulnerability. The adult labor force increased from 19.7 million 
people in 1974 to 53.7 million in 2009. But this is only half of the working age population, which 
indicates a very low rate of labor force participation by global standards. Average annual growth 
in the labor force increased from 2.8% in the 1980s and 1990s to 3.2% in the period 2000–2009 
with demographic change and a rising share of women in the labor force. Employment growth 
has been slower than total labor force growth, leaving an open unemployment rate of 5% in 
2009. Underemployment, or working less than desired or what would be considered full time, is 
the most serious challenge, afflicting 29% of the work force. 
  
14. Gender and poverty. Women are especially vulnerable to poverty in Bangladesh. 
Households headed by women are among the poorest. The labor market continues to be highly 
segmented along gender lines. Women’s participation in wage work is extremely low, and wage 
inequality persists. Women are significantly less likely than men to be self-employed off farm 
and are less qualified. 
 
15. Malnutrition. Agriculture growth and improved diets have helped reduce the proportion 
of underweight children below age 5 from 66% in 1990 to 45% in 2009. Malnutrition among poor 
women causes poor health in their children. Infant malnutrition can permanently harm health 
and learning ability, contributing to the intergenerational transmission of poverty. 
 
16. Human resource development. Limited human resource development confounds 
efforts to boost productivity and employment. Per capita public expenditures on health care and 
education, and the quality of public service provision, are low—which, along with poor service 
delivery, disproportionately affect the poor. High rates of absenteeism are found in public health-
care facilities, with those in rural areas, which are used more by the poor, the worst affected. In 
education, high private spending compensates for low public outlays but contributes to widening 
gaps in education outcomes between the poor and others. 
 
17. Natural disasters and food price shocks. Bangladesh is vulnerable to natural 
disasters, and its open economy is vulnerable to sudden changes in global markets. The 
devastating floods of July–September 2007 and a cyclone on 15–16 November 2007 affected 
25 million people in 51 of the country’s 64 districts, severely damaging agriculture, livelihoods, 
and infrastructure. Soaring global and domestic food prices from May 2007 to September 2008, 
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and again in 2010, reduced the purchasing power of the poor and cast large numbers of 
vulnerable households, including those headed by women, into transitory poverty. 
 
C. The Government’s Poverty-Reduction Strategy 
 
18.  The government prepared the first National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction 
in 2005 to provide the policy framework for achieving the MDGs. The government approved the 
second National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction in December 2009, covering 
FY2009–FY2011. The second National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction reaffirmed 
the government’s commitment to achieving the MDGs and is aligned with its election manifesto. 
Likewise, the Sixth Five-Year Plan, FY2011–FY2015 embodies poverty reduction as its prime 
guiding principle and aims to foster a participatory process of inclusive growth and social 
development underpinned by steadily improving governance standards to meet poverty 
reduction goals. 
 
19. The sixth plan identifies detailed strategies and actions in four areas: (i) enhancing pro-
poor growth, (ii) boosting opportunities in critical sectors, (iii) devising effective safety nets and 
targeted programs, and (iv) ensuring human development. To foster pro-poor growth, the plan 
lays out strategies for promoting decent employment, improving the environment for private 
sector development, boosting agricultural growth and rural development, and providing essential 
infrastructure for pro-poor growth. It emphasizes providing sufficient electrical power and other 
energy at affordable prices and developing vastly improved road and railway networks. The plan 
identifies four supporting strategies: (i) ensuring the participation, social inclusion, and 
empowerment of all people; (ii) promoting good governance by ensuring transparency, 
accountability, and the rule of law; (iii) providing efficient and effective service delivery; and (iv) 
caring for the environment and fostering sustainable development. It emphasizes the steps 
needed to attain the MDGs, create employment, strengthen the social safety net, develop 
agriculture, foster rural development, boost private investment, strengthen human resource 
development, and stimulate microfinance, as well as devoting more attention to gender 
mainstreaming, the environment, and good governance. 
 


