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Dysfunctional Horticulture Value Chains and 
the Need for Modern Marketing Infrastructure: 
The Case of Bangladesh1 

Agriculture Sector Profile 
Bangladesh is part of the Next Eleven group, which is identified 
as having a high potential of becoming one of the largest 
economies in the world in the 21st century. About 63% of 
Bangladesh’s 161.4-million population live in rural areas and 
directly or indirectly depend on agriculture for their livelihood.2 

However, the number of middle-income and affluent consumers 
will increase to 34 million by 2025.3 The gross per capita income 
of the country continues to grow, and reached $1,750 in 2018 
from $440 in 2000.4  All these mean that the increase in demand 
for food, as well as a change in dietary preference for safe and 
nutritious food, will be inevitable in the coming years. 

Total agricultural land in the country is about 9.2 million hectares 
of which 60% is irrigated.5 Bangladesh is divided into 30 agro-
ecological zones based on soil quality and climate. More than 
100-types of vegetables, 70 types of fruits, and 60 types of spices 
are produced in the country. Over the years, the performance of 
the agriculture sector has improved. Yields and production of rice 
and vegetables have shown considerable progress. However, the 
share of rice in total cultivated area, albeit changing over time,  
still remains dominant as reflected in its large share in cropped 
areas (Figure 1).

The share was about 78% in FY1972 and declined only to 73.13% 
in FY2016-2018. In the same years, the share of vegetables and 
fruits in total cultivated land was about 4.6%, and the share 
of other crops was 22.3%. However, production of fruits and 
vegetables has been growing in recent years, thanks to increase in 
their yield.  For example, growth of yield has contributed to 75% 
and 79% of growth of tomato and potato production respectively 
between 2012 and 2017. 
 
However, the overall yields of vegetables in Bangladesh are still far 
below international standards. For example, potato yield (tons per 

hectare [t/ha]) in Bangladesh is significantly lower than its yield in 
European countries like Belgium, the Netherlands, Spain, Turkey, 
and the United States (US) (Figure 2). Tomato yield in Bangladesh 
was 14.23 t/ha in 2016–2017, while it was about 19 t/ha in India in 
the same year. Onion yield in Bangladesh (10.52 t/ha) was also lower 
than the yield of the same crop in India (17 ton/ ha) in 2016–2017.

About 100 types of fruits and vegetables are exported from 
Bangladesh to more than 43 countries. The total value of fresh 
fruit and vegetable exports from Bangladesh increased from 
$402.7 million in FY2011–12 to $908.96 million in FY2018–19 
(Export Promotion Bureau of Bangladesh6), registering an 



average annual growth by about 18%. The main destination 
markets include the Middle East, the European Union, Malaysia, 
and Singapore.

Regular diets in Bangladesh are heavily dependent on rice, 
although it has been declining in recent years with the increased 
consumption of fruits and vegetables. Despite this rising trend, daily 
consumption of fruits and vegetables is still very low in the country 
compared to even its South Asian comparators (Figure 3). Per capita 
vegetable consumption in 2013 was only about 27 kilograms (kg) 
in Bangladesh compared to Europe and the US at about 115 kg 
and 114 kg, respectively. Similarly, per capita fruit consumption 

in 2013 in Bangladesh was only 23 kg while it was 95 kg and 105 kg 
in Europe and the US, respectively. 

Horticulture Value Chain
Several categories of traders known as middlemen are involved 
in the value chains of fruits and vegetables in Bangladesh. In 
most cases, marketing involves local traders (foria), commission 
agents (aratdar), wholesalers, and retailers. 
  
Collection and Shipment

Farmers can sell their products to the foria or consumers at local 
markets, or bring them to the wholesale markets. Sometimes 
farmers contract out fruit orchards and/or vegetable fields during 
the flowering stage to the foria, aratdar, and/or wholesalers who 
provide loans to the farmers over the course of production. 
When sold to the foria, fruits and vegetables are assembled, 
sorted, graded, and sometimes cleaned before handing over to 
the aratdar. There is hardly any vehicle customized to transport 
fruits and vegetables; sometimes they are transported with many 
other things including poultry and dairy in the same vehicle. 

Fruits and vegetables are packaged before shipment using local 
materials. In most cases such packaging fails to preserve the 
freshness and quality of the produce. The aratdar arranges or 
negotiates sales for the sellers on a commission basis. He often 
acts as a wholesaler and owns stalls in the wholesale markets. 
The wholesaler buys from the aratdar at the wholesale market 
and sells to the retailers. The retailers sell to consumers at their 
retail shops and to street vendors. Supermarkets also buy from 
some wholesale markets. They also buy directly from farmers 
through contract farming. Supermarkets are a growing business in 
Bangladesh. Their share in the total fruits and vegetable market is 
small but growing. Different local retail companies are operating 
through their own supermarkets and planning for expansion. 
Some international retailers are also planning to start operations 
in Bangladesh. 

The most common vehicle to transport fresh produce is open 
truck. Most of the time, they are overloaded with different 
types of products, resulting in spoilage and loss of quality of the 
products. Cold storage is hardly used in the wholesale markets 
of Bangladesh. In most cases they are owned by the aratdars and 
used for potato, spices, and imported fruits only. According to 
Bangladesh Cold Storage Association, the country had 428 cold 
storages with an estimated capacity of 5.5 million metric tons in 
2019. Out of the total cold storages, 30 were public, and operated 
by Bangladesh Agricultural Development Corporation with an 
estimated capacity of about 0.05 million metric tons while the 
rest were privately owned. The number of private cold storages is 
increasing over time.

Effects of the Current Value Chain 

The cost of the current value chain can be assessed in terms of 
the low share of farmers in the consumer price, fluctuations in 
prices of main vegetables, and high postharvest losses.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Ban
gladesh

Belg
ium

Nep
al

Neth
erla

nds

Pak
ist

an
Spain

Turkey

Unite
d Stat

es

Viet N
am

0

50

100

150

200

250

Afg
hanist

an

Ban
gladesh

Euro
pe

Nep
al

Pak
ist

an

Kore
a,  

Rep
. o

f

Unite
d Kingdom

Unite
d Stat

es

Viet N
am

Vegetables Fruits

Figure 2: Potato Yields in Selected Countries, 
2017 (t/ha)

Figure 3: Per Capita Fruit and Vegetable Consumption, 
2013 (kg/yr)

t/ha = tons per hectare.
Source: PotatoPro.

t/ha = tons per hectare.
Source: Our World in Data. https://ourworldindata.org/ (accessed 22 August 2019).



Fruits/Vegetables Farmers’ Share
Jackfruit 44 cents
Pineapple 44 cents
Papaya 46 cents
Tomato 45 cents
Cucumber 51 cents
Red Amarnath 28 cents

7 Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics. 2018. Yearbook of Agricultural Statistics 2018.  Dhaka.

Table 1: Share of Farmers for Every Dollar Spent 
by Consumers ($)
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Figure 4: Fluctuations in Monthly Average Wholesale 
Prices of Potato, Tomato, and Onion in 2018 

(Taka/Quintal)

Source: Yearbook of Agricultural Statistics 2018. Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics.

Farmers’ share in consumer price is very low, averaging less 
than 40% in 2018. However, it is not possible to assess whether 
farming is profitable or not for the farmers based on farmgate 
prices alone in the absence of information on production 
costs. Discussions with the executive members of the traders’ 
association of one of the wholesale markets in Dhaka reveal that 
foria and aratdar jointly account for about 43% of consumer 
prices. To put this in perspective, for potato, the same share in 
Spain is about 34%, where value addition activities like cleaning, 
sorting, and packaging are done by the middlemen. Seasonal price 
fluctuations of fruits and vegetables are high in Bangladesh. For 
example, monthly average wholesale prices of tomato fluctuated 
by about 634% in 2018, while potato and onion prices fluctuated 
by 204% and 256%, respectively.7 Figure 4 shows the fluctuations 
in prices of potato, tomato, and onion by months during 2018. 
The annual cost of price fluctuation in fruits and vegetables is 
$815 million. 

Postharvest losses in fruits and vegetables are very high due to 
mishandling of the perishables, poor transportation, inadequate 

Source: Authors’ estimation.

storage facilities, lack of cold storage both at production areas 
and wholesale markets, and poor market infrastructure. A 
reduction of the current postharvest loss by around 75% would 
be equivalent to an annual saving of approximately $1.875 billion 
(valued at export premium prices). 

Situation of the Main Wholesale 
Markets in Dhaka 
The situation of three wholesale markets located in Dhaka were 
analyzed, namely, (i) Kawran Bazar Wholesale Fruit and Vegetable 
Market, (ii) Badamtali Fruit Wholesale Market, and (iii) Sawarighat 
Fish Wholesale Market. The key findings are as follows.

Physical Limitations

Inadequate space is the main problem, forcing commission agents 
and wholesalers to operate in open places, with consequent loss 
and spoilage of products. Most of the corridors and offices in the 
premises have little active ventilation to ensure the required flow of 
air as required by international standards. A sewerage network and 
treatment plant are missing. Toilets are inadequate and unhygienic. 
The existing water supply is not enough. Entrances and exits are 
directly linked to the main road creating traffic congestion in the 
vicinity of the market. There is a privately owned cold storage near 
the Badamtoli and Swarighat markets, which is used by traders upon 
paying rent. 

Managerial Limitations 

The current management of the wholesale market is too 
interventionist. Potential traders must obtain a license from the 
Dhaka City Corporation. The operation lacks transparency and the 
markets are underfunded, especially for repairs and maintenance 
due to insufficient collection of revenue. Services provided by the 
management to the traders are of very poor quality. The shared 
responsibilities of different actors within the management are poorly 
coordinated. No price information is made available for sellers and 
buyers, and no measures are taken to ensure food safety.

Poor Peripheral Infrastructure

Parking areas of the markets are small, insecure, and haphazardly 
managed. The loading and unloading docks are poorly designed. 
Waste management systems are missing and/or ineffective. The 
markets are unfenced. No cold storage is available in the vicinity of 
the Kawran Bazar. Refrigerated transports for fresh products are yet 
to be introduced.

Financial Management

A market committee manages the financial affairs of the public 
markets. The income of public markets comes mainly from licensing 
fees and monthly rents. The owners of the flower and fish markets 
collect the fees from traders. 



Kawran Bazar, Dhaka. Lack of adequate space inside the market forces the traders to operate outside under the sky 
(photo by ADB).
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Recommendations 
Based on the above analysis, a number of short- and long-term 
recommendations to improve existing wholesale markets and 
construct a new one are in order. 
 
Short-Term Measures

Several measures were identified through consultation with the 
traders and operators. One of them is the improvement of the poor 
drainage and waste management systems. Second, given the huge 
traffic congestion in Dhaka City resulting in huge losses to traders, 
better management of existing infrastructure by enacting regulation 
and introducing number-coded zoning in the short run are highly 
warranted. Third, to promote food safety, a regulatory system should 
be enacted wherein the capacity of the operators, intermediaries, 
and concerned government agencies would be strengthened. 
Fourth, an integrated cold chain including packing and cooling fresh 
food products, cold storage, distribution using refrigerated transport, 
and marketing should be developed.   

Long-Term Measures 

The existing wholesale markets need to be relocated to a new 
location, preferably in the outskirts of Dhaka, while maintaining 
retail activities in the current location. The physical limitation of the 
existing markets cannot be fully solved in the current locations due 
to space constraints. The new wholesale market would offer services 
like phytosanitary inspections, certifications, traceability, laboratory 
examination, e-auction, banking, catering and restaurants, price 

This country market brief was prepared by Akmal Siddiq, chief of the 
Rural Development and Food Security (Agriculture) Thematic Group 
(SDTC-AR) of ADB’s Sustainable Development and Climate Change 
Department; and Md. Abul Basher, natural resources and agriculture 
specialist, SDTC-AR. It is based on a study on wholesale markets in 
Bangladesh, findings of which are intended for a wider audience including 
policymakers.

information, and others. The participation of the private sector in 
market management has to be considered to make the operation 
financially viable. Rents and charges of the new wholesale 
markets should be competitive to provide sufficient incentives for 
commission agents, wholesalers and other potential tenants to use 
the market facilities; and to be able to repay the capital cost incurred 
to build it. 

Simultaneous to the construction of a modern wholesale market, 
collection and marketing of products in the production areas have 
to be improved. In this regard, collection centers with cold chain 
and other agri-logistics have to be developed for easy access by 
the farmers and small traders. Considering the strong seasonal 
nature and diverse quality of production, these centers should also 
provide spaces for sorting, cleaning, grading, packaging, and storage. 
The site for these collection centers needs to be selected through 
proper review of the future demand and ease of access of farmers. 


