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Bangladesh: Challenged to Feed a Growing Population 

 

Introduction:  

 One of the greatest challenges facing our world today is the ability to feed our growing 

population. Farmers are currently feeding a population of 6.3 billion on land that was considered 

insufficient to feed a population of one billion (Avery). Human population is expected to grow to 

nine billion by the year 2050. This raises the question of how to feed our growing population 

without taking from our few wild areas. Agricultural research, which has come a long way in the 

recent years, is one of the best ways to solve starvation. Through research, new ideas have been 

developed that benefit developing countries.  

 

One of the most severely affected areas in the world is the small country of People‘s 

Republic of Bangladesh formerly of East Pakistan, otherwise known as Bangladesh. Bangladesh 

is located on the east side of India on the Bay of Bengal, which is connected to the Indian Ocean. 

Bangladesh is home to some of the most fertile soil in the world.  Much of Bangladesh’s area is 

low-lying river delta, from the many rivers that come from the Himalayan Mountains. The 

southeastern portion is a hilly area. Bangladesh has an area of 144,000 square kilometers, and as 

of July 2006, has a population of 147,365,352 people. A large area, 10,090 square kilometers, is 

water leaving only 133,910 square kilometers for its large population. This means that there are 

1100 people per square kilometer (Facts about Bangladesh). About 80% of Bangladesh’s large 

population lives in rural areas, where nutritional and food security is at risk because of the large 

population that continues to expand every year.  
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Bangladesh: 

 In Bangladesh, the family serves as the economic unit in society. A family can have one 

or more households that contribute to the economic unit. Normally sons, even married, will stay 

on their father’s land until the father’s death. Due to this custom, there can be several generations 

in one household, also know as a bari. When the father dies, the sons divide the bari evenly 

among themselves. In Muslim tradition, matriarch lines are almost as important as patriarch 

lines. Women are entitled to a share of their father’s land but by not acting on those inheritances, 

they secure a permanent home in their brother’s house. Children were seen as valuable labor 

forces and as the caretakers of their parents when their parents got too old to care for themselves. 

This has caused a reluctance to restrict numbers of children within the family (Family). 

 

A Bangladeshi’s diet is similar to diets in other parts of the Indian Subcontinent, though 

Bangladeshi people have more fish in their diet on account of having so much water with good 

fishing. Bangladeshi also eat beef, but sometimes they enjoy mutton or chicken. A common dish 

is vegetables cooked in a hot, spicy sauce with mustard oil. Another common dish is dal; a dish 

made with yellow-watery lentils. A large portion of their diet consists of plain rice, a crop that is 

grown abundantly throughout Bangladesh. Tea is a very popular drink in Bangladesh. Alcoholic 

drinks on the other hand are discouraged because they go against the Muslim tradition (Bits).  

 

 In the 1980’s, there was a push for increased education for children. Bangladesh’s 

education system includes three levels: primary education, secondary education, higher 

secondary education, and followed by the option of going to a university or other form of 
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college. To progress to each level, students are required to take and pass a test over knowledge 

they have learned. Their education system has a few shortfalls. Only 10 to 15% of those who 

attended primary school alone retained the ability to read and write. Another shortcoming is that 

the government gives 15% of the educational money to the universities. This money only affects 

.5% of their student population (Education).  

 

 Bangladesh’s income comes from its natural resources and agricultural sources. One of 

the most important cash crops is jute. Bangladesh is the world’s largest producer of jute, which is 

used to make burlap, sacks, mats, rope and twine, and carpet backing. Jute can be grown on the 

same land as rice. It is also a highly labor intensive crop requiring many people to grow the jute. 

Bangladesh is perfect to grow this crop due to the high rate of underemployment and low wage 

rates. In recent years, jute has produced a drain on the economy when synthetics were introduced 

to replace jute: the government had pushed so hard for the farming of jute, that it became buyer 

as a last resort when farmers could not sell their jute. Harvesting wood products is another source 

of income. Many Bangladeshi use it as the main fuel for cooking, but due to the large population, 

the forest in the deltaic plain has essentially diminished. Bangladesh’s second most important 

industry is rice farms, and it is the fourth largest rice producer in the world.  Rice is the most 

dominant food crop, with 75% of the agricultural land devoted to rice (Agriculture).    

  

 A typical family only has only one hectare of land (2.471 acres). This is due to the 

Islamic tradition of dividing the land and legal barriers that put limits on how much land one can 

own. Bangladeshi farmers use their land to grow many crops. The most popular are jute and rice, 

but they might also grow potatoes, sweet potatoes, sugar cane, pineapple, mangoes, bananas, and 
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jackfruit that they can sell in the local markets. The family farmers also harvest shrimp and fish 

to sell (Agriculture). 

 

 Bangladeshi farmers begin to grow their crops in February. Over many weeks, the fields 

are plowed three to four times in preparation for the crops. Also a wall that is half a meter tall is 

constructed with earth and weeds from the plowed field in preparation for irrigation. Traditional 

methods of irrigation include: a pitcher, a swing basket, or a hollowed out log fixed on a pivot 

with a counter balance. This is still put into practice in rural areas. In more developed areas, 

farmers use tube wells with electric pumps to pump the water. Rice, the most common crop, is 

typically harvested twice annually, but there can be a third harvest. The largest harvest (aman), 

during November and December, produces more than half of the annual production. 

Traditionally the rice is planted in the spring. To get a higher yielding crop, many are planting 

their rice in special beds and transplanting them during the summer monsoon season. The second 

harvest (aus) is planted in March or April and harvested in October. Then during the off-season 

farmers grow vegetables. Bangladeshi farmers typically market their crops by exporting them to 

countries such as the United States, Germany, United Kingdom, and France. They also sell their 

crops locally in village markets. As a final resort the government has come in and bought crops 

at market level when there is no demand (Agriculture). 

 

 Many barriers prevent Bangladesh from becoming prosperous. Frequent cyclones and  

floods plague Bangladesh. These natural disasters typically wreck the homes and crops for 

already poor people, who go into more debt rebuilding from these disasters. Another reason is 

the rapidly growing work force. Estimated reports show that the work force is increasing 1.5 
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million a year. There just aren’t enough jobs for the people when they reach working age. The 

government is largely to blame to because of corruption and fighting at all levels. The 

government also blocks growth with the bureaucracy, public sector unions, and other investment 

groups. Bangladesh has also failed to take advantage of its natural resources, such as natural gas. 

It was considered too expensive to bother with. Poor hygiene and health services threaten 

Bangladesh’s nutritional security as well (Facts).  

 

 Agricultural research into new crop varieties and sustainable agricultural practices for 

sustenance family farmers contributes to food and nutrition insecurity by costing money that 

could be spent buying food or paying better wages to fund research into new ideas.  It does 

contribute to security by introducing new ideas that are better for society and the environment. 

When applying the new research, a family might fail to produce enough food, when the new 

technique or crop is found to be unsuitable in the area where it is being applied. Research costs a 

significant amount of money. Money that right now could be used to buy food or to pay for 

medical expenses. Initially research costs money but eventually it can pay itself off by saving 

lives and/or money.  

 

 Through agricultural research, a new technique for growing rice was put into action in 

2004. This technique was designed and put into action by the Livelihood Improvement Through  

Ecology (LITE). The new technique to grow rice was getting rid of insecticides and reducing the 

use of fertilizer. At first, people were worried when the fertilizer was reduced, the yield for rice 

would decrease. Over 600 fields were tested in a four-year period to see if rice yields decreased. 

The result was rice yield did not decrease (Bangladeshi). That is the latest change to our state of 
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agricultural research. This idea is slowly catching on but still many use the old technique of 

fertilizer and insecticide. The lack of new technique is far spread due to lack of communication 

systems and just a general distrust of new ideas.  

 

 Currently at least 28 million of the 135 million people (approximately 20%) are only 

getting 1800 of the 2300 recommended calories a day. Women and children have even more 

trouble feeding themselves, and thus have a lower calorie intake. On the BMI (Body Mass Index) 

52 % of Bangladeshi women have an average BMI level of 18.5 or less. On the BMI scale a 

score of 18.5 or less is the point a person is considered in the state of starvation and being 

underweight.  Due to the lack of food and nutrition, 50% of expectant mothers experience iron 

deficiency. As a result 30% of newborns have a low birth rate (Body). This is a cycle with the 

continuing of malnutrition many mothers/ newborns experience. The children then show obvious 

signs of stunting and wasting. About 40% of the working force earn between $93 and $273 U.S. 

a year (Agriculture). That is barely enough to support themselves.  

 

 Concerns are being raised about new agricultural techniques and their effects on the 

environment and if the biodiversity is being diminished. Researchers do not intentionally harm 

the environment. It is their job to check to see if any new techniques or crops will harm the  

environment. But agricultural research does affect biodiversity. When a new crop or technique is 

released, farmers find that it works better. Farmers then adopt that idea and slowly eliminate the 

variety of other crops used before.  

 

 Agricultural research into new crop varieties and sustainable agricultural practices is a 
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slow trend to catch on. Research is a tedious process taking years to complete. Sometimes it 

takes a while to catch on because it can be so different as to how things were done before. Once 

it has started and been accepted, it begins to spread faster and faster. This trend is hard to 

measure except by success rate. The program started by LITE is a successful trend that can be 

measured.  After four years of trying the new technique, it was found farmers saved an average 

of $17.00 U.S., an equivalent of a 17% pay increase (Bangladeshi). New techniques from 

agricultural research is changing Bangladesh’s situation.  In turn, things are improving for the 

typical family in Bangladesh. With $17.00 U.S., many can afford to keep their kids in school, to 

pay for medical expenses, or buy more land that would increase the yield earned from crops, 

which then earns them more money. 

 

 Improving methods to agricultural research will decrease the time taken to get new ideas 

approved and accepted. Saving money that can be used in more research or education of the 

farmers in these new techniques. By improving this factor, agricultural research improves the 

amount of food and income available to the typical family by getting these people new ideas 

faster and more efficiently. Improving agricultural research preserves our environment, because 

it eliminates harmful chemicals currently used to promote plant growth. LITE is a project that  

eliminates insecticides and fertilizers, which are harmful to family farmer’s health. Agricultural 

research will benefit women, small farmers, and developing countries by making farming easier 

and more profitable. The research creates techniques and or crops that allow those at a 

disadvantage (women, children, and developing countries) to better take care of themselves. 

 

 Developing countries require help to better take care of themselves. One way is to fund 
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research into genetically altering rice and other crops, so they do not need insecticides or 

fertilizer.  Rice that has a shorter growing season, allows farmers to take advantage of the third 

growing season. Another is improving the rice so it has higher yield. If even one of these aspects 

is accomplished, rice can improve the life of a family farmer. The family farmer can save money 

by not buying insecticides or fertilizer. They can earn money with another growing season or 

having a higher yield of rice. They can use the money saved/earned to fund education for their 

children or buy more land. Research can be performed in universities that major in agricultural 

research or bioengineering. It can be across the world because what is done in one location can 

be applied all across the globe improving family farms. Funding can be donated from local civic 

projects or through grants.   

 

 Internationally, World Bank and International Fund for Agricultural Development can 

work together to fund research to improve food security. They would work the same as the 

national level only applying it on a greater scale. Both of these organizations have contributed to 

helping ease hunger and improve food and nutrition security in Bangladesh. World Bank 

provided over a million tubewells to stop spread cholera. Tubewells are concrete pipes that reach  

underground water reserves (Bangladesh). International Fund for Agricultural Development 

(IFAD) is responsible for eliminating insecticide use on rice. IFAD works to educate farmers in 

this new technique (Bangladeshi). If both were combined globally, family farmers could save 

money and time. The tubewells would help with irrigation and save time. The rice technique 

saves and earns money. This especially benefits the poor, women, and children by making 

farming easier and more manageable. Health of these individuals can be protected with the tube 

wells digging into the natural resource of clean water and the rice technique saving money which 
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helps pay for such things as medical bills.  

 

Conclusion: 

 Bangladesh, a country plagued by many problems, is hindered on its path to food and 

nutrition security. Bangladesh is considered one of the poorest countries in the world, third after 

India and China. Almost 85% of Bangladesh’s 135 million people live in rural areas (Rural). 

Large families are the cores of society, working together to ensure the well being of the family. 

These people depend upon the land to grow various crops, such as rice, jute, and other 

vegetables. They take advantage of the water that is prevalent in their country by harvesting 

shrimp and fish. Bangladesh farmers sell their produce at local markets and sometimes foreign 

markets. If there is no demand, Bangladesh government steps in and bys the produce at market 

level (Agriculture). There are still many barriers to providing nutrition and food security. Some 

factors include government corruption, the allowance of bureaucracies, and other private 

investors to hinder growth. Bangladesh is also subject to natural disasters. Every three years is a 

major earthquake and every year flooding and/or cyclones occurs (Facts).  

 National governments and world organizations can work together to help improve things 

in Bangladesh. They can fund research that would stabilize the economy and health of 

Bangladesh. When natural disaster strikes, it is not disastrous but instead bearable. A first step in 

research was the project introduced by Livelihood Improvement Through Ecology (LITE). This 

project saved money for family farmers by eliminating the cost of insecticide and reducing the 

amount of fertilizer needed to be effective. Not only did it save money but also protected the 

health of family farmers by eliminating the harmful chemicals that insecticides contain. Now 

they can live longer lives, because chemicals are not harming family farmer, health. LITE’s 
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project was a product of agricultural research. The goal of agricultural research is to sustain a 

path towards nutrition and food security. By sustaining a path towards nutrition and food security 

in Bangladesh, it opens a path that leads to nutrition and food security throughout the world.  
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