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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Achieving food security is a central goal of the Government of Bangladesh. In 2006, the government adopted a Naonal Food Policy
(NFP), which was followed up by a Plan of Acon (PoA) in 2008 and a Monitoring Report in 2009. Governance and gender issues are
concerns that cut across all the core objecves and areas of intervenon speciﬁed in the Plan of Acon.

Strengthening governance for food security and agricultural development
The government intervenons that are required to achieve food security and agricultural development present three types of governance challenges: (1) the human-resource management challenge, caused by the diﬃculty of supervising staﬀ in large-scale programs
that need to be demand driven and cannot easily be standardized; (2) the targeng challenge, parcularly pronounced in hierarchical sociees; and (3) the leakage challenge, which especially aﬀects programs that involve the distribuon of private goods such
as food and subsidized inputs, or the handing of ﬁnancial resources as in cash for work or income transfer programs. For programs
implemented by public-sector staﬀ, meeng these governance challenges requires adequate investments in developing capacity and
providing incenves for the staﬀ involved. Strategies to achieve this goal involve performance measurement based on feedback from
program beneﬁciaries, in combinaon with adequate salaries, opportunies for merit-based promoon, and training and capacity
development.
Governance challenges can also be addressed by outsourcing service provision and program implementaon to nongovernmental
organizaons (NGOs) and private-sector organizaons, but this strategy requires the investments in the capacity of public-sector agencies to eﬀecvely manage contracts and meet the procurement challenges involved. The use of technologies such as e-governance
can play an important role in addressing the governance challenges in food and agriculture. Special aenon needs to be paid to
demand-based approaches, which empower the rural poor to demand beer services and hold service providers accountable. In this
regard, Bangladesh can build on a strong track record in using group-based approaches to deliver services and implement programs for
food security and agricultural development.

Addressing the gender issues in food and agriculture
The gender dimension of poverty and malnutrion in Bangladesh is well recognized. Moreover, women are also aﬀected by the percepon that they are not involved in agricultural producon, which persists in spite of ample contradictory evidence. Strategies to address
the gender issues in food and agriculture require a two-pronged approach. First, measures are needed to eliminate gender discriminaon in ownership and access to economically producve assets. Examples include the ability to inherit land, to join a credit and savings
club, to join a water users’ group, to access extension advice, to start up a small enterprise, and to survive in the event of a family breakdown. Second, there is a need to acvely promote a catch up in women’s status, even in areas where redistribung resources to women
may be controversial. Bangladesh has already made signiﬁcant strides in areas such as primary educaon through its condional food/
cash transfer programs (implemented by the public sector), as well as in targeng credit through women’s groups (through the NGO
sector). Considering the intervenon areas in the Naonal Food Policy Plan of Acon, eﬀorts to design and implement gender-sensive
strategies for achieving food security include: (a) acknowledging that women need to be recognized as agricultural producers and as
key partners in achieving food security; (b) evaluang, learning from, and scaling up successful innovaons undertaken by the NGO
sector; and (c) connuing to adapt and modify successful government programs that seek to eliminate gender inequality, adapng
them to the food and agriculture sector. Strategies may target both the providers of services (for example, hiring female extension
agents or program staﬀ) and the beneﬁciaries (for example, involving women’s groups in program implementaon).
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community level. This challenge may be linked to problems of the
wider polical and administrave system. For example, it is well
known that the absence of public funding for polical pares can
be a driving force for problems encountered in public procurement (Lal 2006).
Against this background, this paper focuses on strategies
that the government can use to address the three types of
governance challenges that are inherent in all publicly ﬁnanced
intervenons in food and agriculture.

INTRODUCTION
Background
Achieving food security is high on the agenda of the Government
of Bangladesh. In 2006, the government passed a Naonal Food
Policy (NFP), which was followed up in 2008 by a Plan of Acon
(PoA). Governance and gender issues are concerns that cut
across the three core objecves and 26 areas of intervenon of
the Plan of Acon, both explicitly and implicitly. This paper aims
to address the governance and gender issues that are embedded
within the Plan of Acon, by discussing how these two concerns
are relevant to the four idenﬁed priority areas, by poinng out
the opportunies and challenges for Bangladesh within each
area, and by summarizing key policy recommendaons to beer
address governance and gender issues to achieve food security.

1.

The human resource management challenge: Ensure
that the ﬁeld staﬀ involved in providing food security
and agriculture-related services has suﬃcient incenves,
capacity, and resources to provide high-quality and
demand-driven services in rural areas.

2.

The targeng challenge: Ensure that public intervenons
that aim to support food security and agricultural
development reach the poor and marginalized groups,
including women.

3.

The leakage challenge: Ensure that the public funds
dedicated for agricultural and food security programs
are used eﬀecvely for their intended purpose.

Conceptual considerations: Governance challenges in food and agriculture
Ensuring that government intervenons in the food and agriculture sector are eﬀecve involves a number of governance
challenges, which reﬂect the characteriscs of the agricultural
and rural sectors. Acvies such as providing agricultural extension, implemenng rural employment programs, or organizing
community-based nutrion services have two basic characteriscs. First, they are “transacon intensive,” which means they
have to be carried out on a daily basis throughout the enre
country, even in remote areas. Second, they require discreon
to adjust services to the needs of the clients, which diﬀer across
regions and across categories of households. Intervenons with
these two characteriscs cannot easily be standardized, which
makes it diﬃcult to supervise and monitor the staﬀ responsible
for carrying out such acvies (Pritche and Woolcock 2004;
Birner et al. 2009). Providing suﬃcient incenves to ﬁeld staﬀ
to provide high-quality services in rural areas and prevenng
absenteeism is a major challenge in this respect.
Agricultural and food security programs oen involve an
addional challenge: They provide support services (such as
agricultural input subsidies or subsidized food supplies) that
have the characteriscs of private goods. As compared to local
public goods, such as school buildings or drinking water facilies, private goods are more likely to be “captured” by beer-oﬀ
elites, especially in hierarchical sociees and in situaons where
social exclusion based on gender, religion, land ownership, or
other factors is widespread.
Another governance challenge in agricultural and food security programs, which is linked to the challenge of monitoring such
large-scale rural programs, is the potenal for embezzlement of
funds, or “leakage.” This problem is inherent in all programs that
involve public funding; depending on the type of program, it may
take diﬀerent forms, ranging from major procurement issues at
the naonal level to leakages in handling program funds at the

To address these three challenges, one can disnguish
between “demand-side” approaches, which aim to improve
rural people’s ability to demand beer services and hold service
providers accountable, and “supply-side” approaches, which
aim to improve the incenves and capacity of service providers
(Birner 2009; World Bank 2007a). Examples of the demand-side
approach include involving user groups in service provision, using
cizen report cards, and increasing the right to informaon.
Supply-side approaches include civil service reforms, decentralizaon, outsourcing service provision or program implementaon to nongovernmental organizaons (NGOs), and deregulaon
designed to encourage private-sector provision of agricultural
and rural services. The literature clearly shows that there is no
“silver bullet” in improving governance, since each of these
reform strategies involves its own challenges. Hence, the key is to
idenfy strategies that best ﬁt parcular condions (Levy 2004;
Birner et al. 2009).

Gender issues in food security
Addressing gender inequality is central to achieving sustainable
development. Governments and civil society need to pay aenon to gender inequality for four basic reasons. First, gender
equality is a basic human right. Second, many of the disparies
in development outcomes arise from gender diﬀerences. Third,
gender inequality can have signiﬁcant eﬀects on the eﬃciency
and welfare outcomes of project and policy intervenons.
Fourth, part of the urgent challenge of improving food security in
Bangladesh is related to populaon growth. A long-term decline in
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the populaon growth rate will require improvement in the longterm determinants of populaon growth—women’s educaon,
women’s opportunies, and the health and nutrion of children.
Women are speciﬁcally menoned only in NFP Objecve 3
(“Adequate nutrion for all individuals, especially women and
children”) and in two of the priority areas of intervenon (“eﬀecveness of targeted food security programs and safety nets,” and
“income generaon for women and the disabled”). Nevertheless,
the importance of understanding gender relaons—the socially
constructed relaonships between women and men—and the
challenge of addressing gender inequality permeate all issues
related to food security in Bangladesh.
There is a well-recognized gender dimension to poverty
and malnutrion in Bangladesh. In a cross-country review of 43
studies, Haddad et al. (1996) found that pro-male bias in nutrient
allocaons and nonfood health inputs appear to be most prevalent
in South Asia. Furthermore, this is the only region of the world
where girls have higher child mortality rates than boys.1 A study
by Smith et al. (2003), based on naonally representave data sets
from 39 developing countries, also found that the low status of
women relave to men is an important factor explaining higher
child malnutrion rates in South Asia relave to Sub-Saharan
Africa. Women also lag behind in terms of educaon: more than
one in three women have no schooling, compared to one in four
men (Bangladesh DHS 2007). Lack of educaon in adult women in
Bangladesh is a strong correlate of being “ultra-poor”: 80 percent
of adult women with no educaon live on less than half a dollar a
day (Ahmed et al. 2007). Women in Bangladesh also have fewer
assets than men, including land (Quisumbing and Maluccio 2003).
With lower levels of human and physical resources, it is no surprise
that the esmated earned income of women is roughly half that of
men (Figure 1). Without addressing the roots of the social bias that
disadvantage women in many spheres of social and economic life,
the ulmate goal of sustainable development cannot be reached.

Policy Research Instute (IFPRI) on the 2009 Global Hunger
Index (von Grebmer et al. 2009) demonstrated that countries
where gender inequality is prevalent also fare worse in terms
of hunger. Bangladesh has improved its performance with
respect to the Global Hunger Index—the GHI decreased from
35.9 to 24.7 between 1990 and 2009; and gender inequality has
declined between 2008 and 2009. Although the extent of gender
inequality is sll high in Bangladesh, the only country in South
Asia with lower levels of gender inequality is Sri Lanka.

Objectives
This paper reviews the gender and governance issues that are
relevant to the four themes that have been idenﬁed as priority
issues for food security, for discussion in the Forum. The four
themes are: (1) agricultural growth, producvity and climate
change; (2) markets, trade, and value chains; (3) income generaon and social protecon; and (4) nutrion security. For each
theme, this paper will address the following three quesons:
a)

What are the major governance and gender issues for
this theme?

b) What eﬀorts have been made so far to address them,
and what do we know about what worked or did not
work: where, and why?
c)

What are the priority recommendaons to ensure
that investments are gender-sensive and address the
governance issues in this area?

The paper is based on a review of the relevant literature,
stascal data, and project reports documenng previous experience with intervenons in the four areas covered in this paper.

Figure 1—Income differences by gender

THEME 1: AGRICULTURAL GROWTH,
PRODUCTIVITY, AND CLIMATE CHANGE

Diﬀerenals in Esmated Earned Income in US $
by Gender Bangladesh 2007
2000

Governance issues

1500

The Naonal Food Policy (NFP) idenﬁes a number of strategic
elements to achieve agricultural growth, increase agricultural
producvity, and increase the capacity of agriculture to deal
with climate change. This paper focuses on two areas of strategic
intervenon that are essenal to reach these goals but pose
speciﬁc governance challenges: agricultural research and agricultural extension.
In the NFP, agricultural development and extension services
are idenﬁed as an essenal element to meet Objecve 1:
“Adequate and stable supply of safe and nutrious food.” In this
area, the objecves of the NFP are: “to provide adequate funding
for adapve agricultural research and strengthen agricultural
extension services to enable the development and disseminaon

1000
500
0
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Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Stascs 2009.

Reducing gender inequalies is key to reducing hunger
and achieving food security. A report by the Internaonal Food
1
Boys are biologically more vulnerable to infections and mortality during their
first few years of life.
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of appropriate technology” (1.1.1 i); and “to develop required
human resources for agricultural research and extension and
their eﬀecve ulizaon in disseminang appropriate producon technology” (1.1.1 iv).

plant nurseries, which are oen owned by individual farmers. In
addion, more than 100 local, naonal, and internaonal NGOs
are involved in agricultural extension and advisory acvies.
NGOs were inially associated with small-scale vegetable
producon, poultry, ﬁsheries, and agroforestry or social forestry;
they are now increasingly moving toward advisory acvies in
such major crops as hybrid rice and maize. NGOs form groups
of target farmers—especially landless farmers and those outside
the scope of other extension services—oen focusing on poor
women. Services provided by NGOs usually include credit, input
supply, and training. Unlike the public-sector extension and advisory agencies with specialized porolios (DAE focusing on crops,
Department of Livestock Services on livestock, Department of
Fisheries on ﬁsheries, and so on), NGOs oen provide mulple
services, addressing such needs as health awareness and skill
development as well as agricultural extension. Constrained by
the limited land area of their beneﬁciaries (landless and marginal
farmers), most NGOs operate at a small scale, with the excepon
of the large naonal NGOs.

Current situation
Research: Government-based agricultural research in Bangladesh
is coordinated by the Bangladesh Agricultural Research Council
(BARC). An assessment by Beintema and Wais (2006) idenﬁed
41 public-sector research agencies in the country. In 2002, the
40 agencies for which data were available employed altogether
nearly 1,800 full-me-equivalent researchers. The review found
that although the percentage of staﬀ with post-graduate training
was higher than in other Asian countries, Bangladesh’s agricultural
research capacity had deteriorated as a result of a recruitment
freeze, along with the departure (“brain drain”) of qualiﬁed and
experienced researchers. The private sector plays a minimal role
in agricultural research in Bangladesh, though greater involvement is ancipated in the future (Beintema and Wais 2006).
Unl 2006, funding for public-sector agricultural research had
been errac, but the current government shows a high commitment to funding agricultural research. An Agricultural Research
Trust Fund—Krishi Gobeshona Endowment Trust (BKGET)—and
an Agriculture Research Foundaon—Krishi Gobeshona
Foundaon—were created to improve the funding situaon. The
World Bank-funded Naonal Agricultural Technology Program,
approved in 2008, has a funding volume of US$62.6 million.2

Provisions in policy documents to meet governance
challenges

According to an esmate by an internaonal expert panel,
Bangladesh has about 13,000 agricultural extension workers;
most have only diplomas, and there are less than 300 subject
maer specialists. About 84 percent of the resources for extension are spent on salaries, leaving few resources for travel, buildings, and in-service training. Only 1.5 percent of the budget goes
to special extension programs (demonstraons, farmer training,
and the like). More than 25 percent of the extension funding is
covered by donors.
The private-sector agencies related to agriculture extension
and advisory services include the seed-growing companies, ferlizer dealers, and pescide dealers. Other private agencies are small

Of the three governance challenges menoned above, humanresource management may be the most serious challenge
aﬀecng agricultural research, extension, and educaon. The
“targeng challenge” of reaching poor, marginalized, and female
farmers is also signiﬁcant; the “leakage challenge,” however, is
low, as long as extension services do not include the distribuon
of goods (such as subsidized inputs).
For agricultural research, the NFP Plan of Acon (PoA)
increased investment in research, to upgrade research facilies
and enhance sciensts’ skills. The PoA also calls for strengthening
biotechnology and greater focus on agroecological zones and
rain-fed producon systems. The PoA also recommends a thorough assessment of the linkages between research and extension services to idenfy areas for improvement.
The New Agricultural Extension Policy (NAEP), passed in
1996,3 idenﬁes two extension strategies: decentralizaon
(without specifying the level of decentralizaon); and demandled extension approaches, to be achieved through parcipatory
methods. The policy also encourages the extension service to work
with groups of all kinds, to use a variety of extension methods, to
strengthen research–extension linkages, and to foster integraon
across agencies. The policy also addresses the targeng challenge
by emphasizing that extension services need to be tailored to
diﬀerent client groups, including women farmers and small and
medium farmers. NAEP does not, however, focus exclusively on
these groups; it also menons medium- and large-scale farmers.
The Acon Plan, which explicitly adopts a pro-poor
approach, goes a step further by recommending new extension methods such as farmer schools, and calling for expanding

2

3

Extension: The major provider of public-sector extension
services is the Department of Agriculture Extension (DAE),
which is responsible for carrying out extension acvies under
the supervision of Ministry of Agriculture. Related educaonal
and research acvies are undertaken by other organizaons
as well, including the Bangladesh Agricultural University (BAU)
and the Bangladesh Agricultural Research Instute (BARI). There
are also various bilateral programs/projects that provide farmmanagement extension services to farmers and target groups,
including rural women.

All dollar figures are USD.
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The 1996 policy is the latest posted on the DAE website.

agent-to-farmer raos, the current training level of extension
agents, and the current farmer-contact raos. (These ﬁgures
would be needed for the public, private, and NGO sectors, if
possible on a gender-disaggregated basis.) The ﬁgures quoted
above suggest a need for increasing the training and capacity of
current public-sector extension ﬁeld staﬀ, and for increasing the
share of resources for implemenng extension acvies.
One strategy to meet the human-resource management
challenge is outsourcing services to NGOs. This strategy makes
it possible to pay higher salaries to contractual extension agents
who can be terminated for poor performance. A World Bank
evaluaon of the Agricultural Services Innovaon and Reform
Project found posive eﬀects of local-level partnerships with
NGOs, reporng “enthusiasc views regarding the upazila partnership program”: “Some 6860 upazila-level partnerships, spread
over 460 upazilas, were established during the project period—an
impressive achievement in only three and a half years.” The report
noted that partnerships at the naonal and regional level were
less successful, poinng to speciﬁc challenges to be resolved.
In a review of NAEP, Karim et al. (2009) found a “growing
recognion by all the line departments that an integrated and
decentralized extension approach involving all the stakeholders
would be needed to eﬀecvely respond to varying needs of all
categories of farmers.” The review also reported that “boom-up
planning, introduced at upazila level, was observed as a good
culture of inter-agency planning”; but even aer many years,
there were sll major challenges to be met in communicang
the policy and its instuonal provisions to the staﬀs of all the
agricultural sector agencies.
An outsourcing strategy in agricultural extension involves the
governance challenges of public procurement, such as leakages
and polical interference in contracng, which are not otherwise a
problem in public sector extension. Experience in other countries
shows that this challenge has to be taken seriously (Parkinson
2009). Strengthening procurement for outsourcing of extension
services may therefore be an important area of investment, if the
government is to pursue outsourcing as a major strategy to meet
the human resource management challenge.
It is also important to idenfy strategies that create suﬃcient incenves for extension staﬀ employed in the public sector.
Although the reviewed policy documents do not explicitly address
this issue, some elements are well known: compeve salaries,
merit-based promoon opportunies, suﬃcient resources to
conduct ﬁeld work, and adequate training—as well as eﬀecve
supervision and sancons. In the past, the hiring freeze made
it diﬃcult to create such incenves. A World Bank publicaon
noted: “While, in theory, performance is now a factor considered
in promoons, in pracce, with the long-standing naonal recruitment freeze, constraints on movement between instutes, low
salaries, and wide ﬂuctuaons in availability of operang funds,
there are few incenves for performance that can be oﬀered.
Moreover, there are sll no common service and promoon
criteria across instuons” (World Bank 2003: 14). It remains

community-based extension services and strengthening collaboraon with the private sector and with NGOs.

Experiences and investment options
Research
Past reform eﬀorts focused on reforming the instuonal structure and management of the agricultural research system. A
review of the Agricultural Research Management Project (World
Bank 2003: 8) found that a number of BARC’s eﬀorts to improve
research eﬃciency were successful. The review highlights the
increased use of priorizing procedures, including the use of
ex-ante economic analysis, and notes “some evidence of research
teams and assessment criteria being modiﬁed in response
to feedback from farmers by the Farming System Research
programs.” The use of compeve grant funding was found to
be well managed, even though the share of funds that went to
partner organizaons outside the public sector remained limited.
In contrast, the review noted the limited success of eﬀorts to
reduce overlaps in the mandates of agricultural research agencies (World Bank 2003). The World Bank-funded Agricultural
Technology Management Project, approved in 2008, maintains
a focus on instuonal restructuring while instung other
measures, such as a compeve grants program designed to
make research more demand-led by involving farmers in idenfying priority areas for research (World Bank 2008).
There is lile informaon available on past eﬀorts to increase
the incenves for agricultural research staﬀ, an important investment area. Meeng the human-resource management challenge
in agricultural research not only requires adequate salaries and
up-to-date research equipment, but also working condions that
connect researchers with the internaonal research community:
access to high-speed internet, access to internaonal journals,
and opportunies to be part of professional networks and to
aend internaonal conferences. Research collaboraon with
internaonal organizaons is a parcularly promising strategy to
create incenves for researchers and build their capacity.
Extension
An important aspect of human-resource management for extension is ensuring suﬃcient numbers of extension staﬀ—whether
employed by the public sector or contracted to NGOs or the
private sector—to smulate agricultural producvity and enable
farmers to adapt to climate change. According to an impact
study conducted by DFID (the United Kingdom Department
of Internaonal Development; quoted in World Bank 2003),
the percentage of farmers contacted by the DAE rose from 2.8
percent in the study’s baseline year to 9 percent in 1997–98, but
then dropped back to 5 percent in 1999 (World Bank 2003: 4).
The same report also indicated that the World Bank Agricultural
Support Services Project imposed a ceiling on staﬀ numbers in
the agricultural extension service in the 1990s, through a freeze
on hiring. To assess the investment needs in human resource
capacity for extension, it would be important to know extension
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unclear to what extent these challenges have yet been addressed.
Nevertheless, even in view of outsourcing possibilies, publicsector extension agents will connue to play a role in extension;
improving the incenves for public-sector staﬀ thus constutes an
important investment area. It may be useful also to try innovave
approaches to increase incenves for public-sector staﬀ, such as
mechanisms to include feedback from farmers or their organizaons in the performance assessment of extension agents.
An important demand-side strategy to improve agricultural
extension services is the involvement of farmers’ organizaons.
This strategy, highlighted in the PoA, is equally important whether
extension service is provided by the public sector or by NGOs.
This is an important investment area, as considerable eﬀorts are
needed to create farmer-based organizaons that are inclusive
and sustainable. Investments in Common Interest Groups are
supported under the current World Bank-funded Agricultural
Technology project, and addional investments may support these
eﬀorts. Bangladesh has the advantage that it already has a dense
network of community-based organizaons, including women’s
groups. Another useful strategy is therefore to link extension
services with exisng groups, as noted in the extension policy.
In terms of research-extension linkages, Agricultural Technical
Commiees (ATCs) have been created to provide a forum for
linkage between extension and research staﬀ at the regional
level, while the Naonal Agricultural Technology Coordinaon
Commiee (NATCC) constutes highest forum the naonal level.
Future investments in research-extension linkages might consider
a further decentralizaon of these commiees, exploring opons
to ensure that research-extension linkages are also eﬀecve at
the upazila level. In designing an appropriate instuonal structure at the local level, it might also be important to consider
the role that local governments can play in coordinaon and in
promong agricultural development.

there has been an absolute decrease of about 6 percent, while for
females the number has increased from 3.76 to 7.71 million —that
is, by more than 100 percent. As a result of such changes, the
proporon of women in agricultural labor force has increased from
less than 20 percent to 33.6 percent of the total. This is indeed a
phenomenal change, although it is not yet clear how much of this
change resulted from a true secular increase as opposed to beer
measurement of women’s parcipaon.
Figure 2—Employed labor force (15 + years) in agriculture, by
gender (mn)
Male

Female

18
16
14
12
10
8
6
4
2
0
1999-2000

2002 - 2003

2005 - 2006

Source: BBS, Labour Force Survey, 1999/00, 2002/03 and 2005/06

The rural employed women are mainly unpaid family labor.
In 2005/06, these women comprised about 72 percent of all
employed women, increased from 34 percent in 1999/2000 and
51 percent in 2002/03. Asaduzzaman (2010) posits that with
regard to family labor, women are increasingly replacing males,
who may be seeking more proﬁtable employment elsewhere
(including through migraon). Women tend to be more involved
in homestead agriculture, while men are more engaged in ﬁeldbased agriculture. There may be important implicaons for
nutrion of the possible transion of women from homestead
to ﬁeld-based agriculture. It is possible that this transion may
lead to the neglect of homestead agriculture, which serves as
an important source of nutrient-rich vegetables. Moreover, if
women become increasingly involved in ﬁeld-based agriculture,
they may have to undertake harder physical labor. Developing
technologies to ease women’s double burden of ﬁeld work and
domesc work will be important.
These trends in the agricultural sector mirror the growth in
labor force parcipaon of women in the overall labor force. The
increase in labor force parcipaon has been higher for females
than for males, albeit beginning from a low inial level. Females
sll account for only a quarter of the total labor force (Figure 3).
However, even for the economy as a whole, women are mostly
employed as unpaid family workers and account for a smaller
absolute share of the total than men.

Gender issues
Role of women in agriculture
Women tend to be “invisible” in the agricultural sector in
Bangladesh, reﬂecng the assumpon that women are not involved
in agricultural producon and also reﬂecng cultural norms that
value female seclusion and undervalue female labor. This assumpon is challenged by data from various studies (for example,
Ahmed et al. 2009).4 Parcipaon of women in agriculture has
also increased over me. Between 1999/2000 and 2005/06, the
number of employed persons in agriculture increased from 19.99
to 22.93 million (Figure 2)—about 15 percent. For male labor,

4
A profile of poor households eligible for a variety of food and cash transfers
shows that while only about 2 percent of women participants in public works
programs are self-employed in agriculture, almost 29 percent of women in the
Food Security Vulnerable Group Development Program are self-employed in
agriculture. Across different types of program participants, as well as eligible
households who did not participate in the program, between 3 and 11 percent of
women work as agricultural wage laborers (Ahmed et al. 2009).
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Figure 3—Characteristics of the labor force, 1999-2000 to 20052006

1999 -00

2002 -03

Experiences and investment options
Many innovave intervenons to increase women’s access to
agricultural resources have been implemented in Bangladesh.
Perhaps the most visible and widely known Bangladeshi innovaon is the provision of microﬁnance services through women’s
groups, allowing women to use group liability as a substute for
collateral. Evaluaons of the long-term impact of microﬁnance
projects have documented that access to microﬁnance contributes to poverty reducon, not only for female parcipants but
also at the village level (Khandker 2008).
As indicated above, extension services are mainly provided
by the public sector, although NGOs and the private sector also
play an important role in this regard. Except for NGOs, most of
the extension workers in the public and private sectors are male.
It is widely recognized, however, that female extension workers
can serve women beneﬁciaries beer (World Bank and IFPRI
2010; World Bank, FAO, and IFAD 2008). Therefore investment is
needed for beer opportunies and training for women extension workers in the public sector.
In addion to hiring female extension workers, Bangladeshi
NGOs have also experimented with various implementaon
modalies that address gender-speciﬁc barriers to agricultural technology adopon. If large inial investments or asset
ownership is required, women may be less likely to adopt new
agricultural technologies. However, this problem can be overcome by using group-based approaches that allow women to
pool resources, as well as by providing complementary assets.
Hallman et al. (2007) show that women’s groups were able to
adopt improved vegetable variees for homestead producon,
as well as poly-culture ﬁsh technologies. Neither of these acvies requires much land, and in both cases the disseminang NGO
also provided microﬁnance services to its members.
Another intervenon for reaching women with extension
services is the use of informaon and communicaons technology (ICTs). Bangladesh has been an innovator in this regard.
The Grameen Village Phone program used ICT to improve the
livelihoods of poor women entrepreneurs who received microcredit ﬁnancing (Malhotra et al. 2009). Rural women clients of
Grameen Bank, provided with ﬁnancing and training to become
operators of mobile phone booths, became key players in a
proﬁtable strategic venture to increase telephone access in rural
villages. Most women phone operators successfully increased
their revenues and improved their household’s wellbeing. Many
also raised their proﬁles in their communies by becoming visible
and inﬂuenal economic agents and marketers of technology.
The spread of cell phones throughout Bangladesh has also
led to the development of informaon services linked to cell
phone ownership. For example, there are now around 2,000
telecenters in rural Bangladesh that serve local communies
with informaon and other services. Grameen Phone Community
Informaon Centers throughout the country provide informaon
and advisory services to farmers, who come to the centers with
speciﬁc requests. Call centers, a relavely recent phenomenon,
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Provisions in policy documents to address gender
issues
Possibly reﬂecng the “invisibility” of women as agricultural
producers, the NFP gives lile explicit aenon to women’s
possible contribuon. There is no menon of women in the discussion of NFP Objecve 1 (“Adequate and stable supply of safe and
nutrious food”) or in any of its 11 areas for priority acon. Some
aenon is paid to women as agricultural producers in Area of
Intervenon (AoI) 2.5, “Income generaon for women and the
disabled.”5 By paying greater aenon to gender in these priority
areas—and by recognizing the overlap between Objecve 1 and
AoI 2.5—Bangladesh can more eﬀecvely achieve the objecve
of guaranteeing a safe and stable supply of nutrious food, while
increasing women’s capacity to generate incomes.
In the area of agricultural research and extension (AoI 1.1),
demand-led and pro-poor extension services could be beer
targeted to female agricultural producers. Similarly, in agricultural diversiﬁcaon (AoI 1.4), female farmers could become
more involved in the producon of nutrious food like ﬁsh, egg,
meat, and especially fruits and vegetables, which can be grown
on homestead plots. The PoA discusses several women-focused
intervenons with a view to expanding women’s access to agricultural extension, as well as targeng women in livestock and
ﬁshery projects, increasing women’s parcipaon in new or
emerging agricultural and agro-based enterprises, and backing
income-generang acvies for poor women (Naonal Food
Policy Plan of Acon: 44). Indeed, adopng a gender lens in
examining agricultural supply issues may well reveal unexploited
opportunies for agricultural growth.

5
Different strategies may be needed for women and for persons with disabilities,
however, as the constraints these groups face are quite different.
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provide agricultural informaon to farmers on a round-the-clock
basis and enable farmers to access informaon using cell phones.
For women who may be culturally proscribed from interacng
with men, ownership and use of a cell phone has proven to be a
culturally sensive means of obtaining informaon.
Agricultural intervenons that are sensive to women’s
mulple roles are also more likely to succeed in general. A good
example is the homestead food producon (HFP) program,
introduced in Bangladesh by Helen Keller Internaonal nearly
two decades ago. HFP promotes an integrated package of home
gardening, small livestock producon, and nutrion educaon, with the aim of increasing household producon and the
availability and consumpon of micronutrient-rich foods, and
improving the health and nutrional status of women and
children. Implemented by NGO partners and the Government
of Bangladesh, HFP has expanded its reach into more than onehalf of the country’s subdistricts and is now operang in several
countries of Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. Evidence shows that
HFP in Bangladesh has improved food security for nearly 5
million vulnerable people in diverse agroecological zones. This
achievement has several dimensions: increased producon and
consumpon of micronutrient-rich foods; increased income
from gardens and increased expenditures on micronutrient-rich
foods; women’s empowerment; enhanced partner capacity; and
enhanced community development. (Ianno et al. 2009.)

capacies related to the Public Food Distribuon System. For the
medium and long term, the plan recommends greater emphasis
on private storage and calls for leasing underulized public
storage facilies to the private sector.
There is not much documented experience with these
approaches regarding food grain procurement in Bangladesh.
The experience of using e-governance approaches in other areas
of agricultural development has been very promising (World
Bank 2007a). Therefore, it seems useful to invest in computerized systems for creang accountability and improving governance in buﬀer stock management. Another important area for
investment would be to improve the capacity and the incenves
of the staﬀ in charge of the Public Food Distribuon System, for
example by ﬁlling vacancies and invesng in appropriate training
(including training in e-government techniques).

Development of value chains
The PoA calls for “Promoon of Agro-based/Agro-processing and
Micro/Small Rural Enterprises” (AoI #2.6) and “Market-driven
Skill Development” (AoI #2.7). These are idenﬁed as strategic
elements to meet Objecve 2, “Increased purchasing power and
access to food of the people.”
Supporng small-scale private-sector enterprises in value
chains will depend on a conducive business climate. (This is also
an important governance issue in other investment areas covered
in the PoA, which are outside the scope of this paper.) The governance challenges involved will depend on the speciﬁc strategy
chosen to reach this goal. The PoA recommends the provision of
support services similar to those provided to farm enterprises,
such as skill development, advisory services, and support for the
formaon of associaons. The PoA does not idenfy the agencies that would implement such support services; in principle,
these might be either public sector agencies or contracted enes (NGOs and private sector enterprises). The consideraons
for meeng the governance challenges in agricultural extension
apply equally to this area.

THEME 2:
MARKETS, TRADE, AND VALUE CHAINS
Governance issues
Public food grain procurement and buffer stock
management
The NFP PoA idenﬁes public stock management as an important strategic element to meet Objecve 1, “Adequate and stable
supply of safe and nutrious food” (AoI #11.1).
Of the three governance challenges idenﬁed above, the
problem of leakages is the most important one in this policy area.
Considering the magnitude of the program, the human-resource
management challenge also needs consideraon, as the capacity
and incenves of the staﬀ managing the program will be crucial
to its success.
The PoA idenﬁes three broad strategies to address this
challenge: modernizing public storage; ensuring transparent use
of public foodgrain stocks; and improving monitoring of private
stocks and imports. The plan also emphasizes technological
opons, recommending “greater reliance on computerized
systems at both local and central levels, to more eﬀecvely
monitor and control storage and stock posions.” The plan also
recommends exploring the possibility of introducing publicprivate partnerships to develop cost-eﬀecve expansion storage

Gender issues
In Bangladesh, prevailing norms value women’s seclusion from
public spheres, implying that women are tradionally excluded
from markets. Although the division between “inside” and
“outside” domains has increasingly been eroded over the years,
women’s mobility is sll limited relave to men; men tradionally
market the household’s agricultural produce, even that produced
by women. This means that even if women produce commodies, they do not necessarily control the proceeds. Moreover,
lack of physical and ﬁnancial resources oen excludes women
from the producon and markeng of high-value agricultural
commodies, which may oﬀer more sustained income growth
than commodies with low output value per hectare, such as
cereals. Because the poor—and parcularly poor women—have
relavely less access to land, the home-based, high-value, labor-
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intensive enterprises are extremely important, such as backyard
livestock reared for milk or ﬁsh raised in homestead ﬁshponds.

Provisions in policy documents to meet governance
challenges

With the excepon of AoI #2.5 (“Income generaon for women
and the disabled”), lile aenon is paid to gender issues in
markets, trade, and value chains. This may be a missed opportunity for policy intervenon, to address gender-speciﬁc barriers
that prevent women from parcipang in markets (discussed
above). Nevertheless, this is by no means an inacve area in
Bangladesh.

The PoA speciﬁes that the expansion of such programs “should
go along with a set of governance-focused intervenons for
strengthening accountability mechanisms, the capacity of implemenng instuons at naonal and local levels and monitoring
and evaluaon systems, as well as the parcipaon of local
communies in program design, implementaon and monitoring,
on a connuous basis” (Naonal Food Policy Plan of Acon: 43).
Thus, the plan recommends a combinaon of demand-side and
supply-side approaches to improve the governance of these
programs.

Experiences and investment options

Experience and investment options

NGOs have experimented with gender-sensive and culturally
appropriate mechanisms to increase women’s access to markets
as well as their control of proceeds from sales of produce. As
noted above, social norms that value female seclusion mean that
women do not tradionally take produce to the market. NGOs
have taken various approaches to overcome this constraint, such
as collecng the produce from members’ houses and markeng
the commodies for women’s groups; or encouraging traders
to come to homes, villages, or the NGO oﬃce to procure the
commodies. Cell phone ownership oﬀers a way to overcome
informaon barriers in a culturally sensive manner, because
women can obtain the informaon from a locaon close to their
homes, or even from within their homes.

The combinaon of monitoring and evaluaon with women’s
empowerment has been considered a successful approach in
addressing the governance challenges of food-based programs.
Cash-for-work programs pose special diﬃcules for governance.
India’s Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme encountered various
leakage challenges (Raabe et al. 2010), and several Indian states
have resorted to direct transfers to accounts of beneﬁciaries,
reducing opportunies for leakage. Since access to bank accounts
through microcredit instuons is widespread in Bangladesh, this
might be a useful strategy to consider. Other strategies include
social audits and right-to-informaon approaches. Investment
opons to address the governance challenges include capacity
development for monitoring and evaluaon within the public
administraon and capacity development among communitybased organizaons.

Provisions in policy documents to address gender
issues

THEME 3: INCOME GENERATION AND
SOCIAL PROTECTION

Gender issues
Income generaon and social protecon are two aspects of
policy eﬀorts to increase well-being. Income generaon aims
to increase the resources available to households (and individuals within those households); social protecon is designed
to protect the household’s resources from negave events such
as ﬂoods, illness, and death. Both approaches raise important
gender issues. (1) How eﬀecve are income-generaon programs
in targeng vulnerable women and enabling them to build up
their resources? (2) Are social protecon programs well targeted
to vulnerable women? More speciﬁcally, do social protecon
implementaon modalies address gender inequalies and
provide assistance in a form that is eﬀecve in assisng women?
And are these programs eﬀecve in protecng women’s physical
and human resources from negave shocks? Some important
aspects of women’s parcipaon in income-generang acvies
have already been discussed. This secon will therefore focus on
the diﬀerent ways that shocks impact men and women, and how
social protecon might address the diﬀerent needs of men and
women.

Governance issues
The PoA recommends public employment programs (for example,
Cash For Work (CFW) and Food For Work (FFW)) as a strategy
to combine social protecon with employment-generaon
goals (AoI #2.4). In such programs, all three governance challenges idenﬁed in the introducon are relevant. The PoA itself
states: “There is evidence of relavely high leakage from foodbased programs.” The document points to addional problems:
“Furthermore, there are too many layers of decision-making in
the selecon of beneﬁciaries and too many Government departments involved in running the programs, resulng in a large
administrave costs which needs to be streamlined.” (Naonal
Food Policy Plan of Acon: 42–43). For public works programs
(food-for-work or cash-for-work), another governance challenge
is to ensure the quality of the infrastructure being created. The
targeng challenge of such programs is discussed in more detail
below.
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Poor Bangladeshi households experience a range of negave
events, ranging from weather shocks such as ﬂoods that aﬀect
large localies or even the whole country, to shocks that aﬀect
only individuals or families, such as illness, death, or a large
dowry payment for a daughter’s wedding. A study of the determinants of chronic poverty in Bangladesh found that having older
household members makes the household vulnerable to shocks
such as illness, death, and property division. Illness—in parcular, the income foregone when an income earner falls ill—also
contributes to poverty. Dowries also decrease consumpon,
parcularly for those with assets below the median. In a society
where consumpon levels are already low, dowries represent
forced savings, as households with daughters signiﬁcantly reduce
consumpon sll further to save for dowries. Dowries and illness
have diﬀerent eﬀects on men and women within the household,
however, with dowries negavely aﬀecng men’s assets, and
illness shocks adversely aﬀecng women’s assets (Quisumbing
2009).

some advantages to receiving both food and cash (Ahmed et al.
2009). It is possible that receiving cash allows married women
to expand their area of decisionmaking beyond their tradional
roles as food providers and caregivers. Qualitave accounts
suggest, however, that women feel they have greater control
over transfers of food and are concerned that cash transfers
would be spent by their husbands. In households of widowed,
divorced, and separated women, who make most of the decisions
within their households (and who are oen the only source of
support for their families), having a food transfer (together with
a cash transfer) assures the household of food while providing
cash for other expenditures. Program designers may want to
examine ways of strengthening women’s control over cash in
VGD programs, perhaps through savings accounts in their own
names or through group savings accounts that they can draw
upon in mes of need. (It seems likely that the RMP’s compulsory
savings requirement may have contributed substanally to the
extremely high impact on women’s empowerment indicators.)
Other mechanisms to increase women’s ability to parcipate in
social safety net programs would address their speciﬁc needs
arising from their maternal and care-giving responsibilies, such
as allowing ﬂexible work hours and providing childcare facilies.
Women’s parcipaon in the local government might play
an important role in ensuring women’s rights and parcularly
access to safety-net beneﬁts provided by the government.
However, polical parcipaon of women in local government
remains very low, even aer various changes in regulaons at
diﬀerent mes to encourage women’s parcipaon. During the
past 12 years, however, following regulatory changes in 1997,
women have become more acve as members of local government. A study by Democracy Watch reveals that female members
of the local government acvely parcipate in such acvies as
distribung Vulnerable Group Feeding (VGF) and Vulnerable
Group Development (VGD) cards and distribung honorarium
for widows (Democracy Watch n.d.). However, this accounts for
less than 20 percent of such distribuon. Most of the women
members are also included in various project implementaon
commiees, but they do not have the opportunity to work eﬀecvely with their male counterparts. Women leaders could be
beer ulized for resource allocaon in the rural economy.
Given the recent ﬁnding that illness shocks disproporonately aﬀect women’s asset holdings, an important opportunity
in social protecon is to provide health insurance. BRAC, for
example, has been providing its members microhealth insurance
since 2001 (hp://www.brac.net/usa/bw_health.php). The goal
of this project is to facilitate access for the poor to aﬀordable
and quality health services and to empower women as the entry
point for their family’s access to health care. This project oﬀers
voluntary enrollment to village organizaon (VO) and non-VO
members and to the ultra-poor, in three packages (general;
prepaid pregnancy care; and an equity package for the ultrapoor). Premium cost varies with VO membership and family size.

Provisions in policy documents to address gender
issues
AoI #2.1 (“Eﬀecveness of targeted food programs and other
safety nets”) explicitly idenﬁes destute women as a target group
of safety net programs. Indeed, the Government of Bangladesh
targets many of its safety net programs to poor women. The challenge and opportunity will be to integrate lessons learned from
the implementaon of these social protecon programs, and
to design new instruments that enable poor households—and
women within them—to beer manage risk and shocks.

Experiences and investment options
Bangladesh has extensive experience in targeng women in
safety net programs. For example, both men and women parcipate in FFW/RD (Food for Work/Rural Development) and TR (Test
Relief), and FFA (Food for Assets) requires at least 70 percent
of the parcipants to be women. Only women can parcipate
in the Rural Maintenance Program (RMP), which oﬀers cash
wages for maintaining rural earthen roads. The Vulnerable Group
Development (VGD) program exclusively targets poor women and
provides a monthly food raon over a period of 24 months, while
providing training for income-generang acvies. Similar to
VGD in design, the Food Security Vulnerable Group Development
(FSVGD) program also provides a combinaon of food and cash to
program parcipants. Beneﬁciaries of VGD and FSVGD programs
are selected by administrave review.
A comprehensive evaluaon of four large food- and cashtransfer programs revealed that implementaon modalies
make a diﬀerence in terms of their impacts on gender-related
outcomes. Comparing programs with similar transfer amounts
revealed that, whereas for married women there is greater
advantage to having transfers of cash over transfers of food, for
women who are widowed, divorced, or separated, there are
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for ineligible expenditures. According to the review, these strategies proved eﬀecve in idenfying and addressing problems of
leakage.
Based on this experience, investments may build on the
posive exisng programs to address the governance challenges,
by promong women’s empowerment while at the same me
strengthening monitoring, evaluaon, and audit systems. If the
strategy of contracng NGOs is to be connued, investments to
improve governance may focus on the capacity for procurement
of NGO services. If public-sector staﬀ is used to promote the
expansion of community-based nutrion services, strategies to
create incenves for public-sector agricultural extension staﬀ, as
discussed above, will become essenal.

THEME 4: NUTRITION SECURITY
Governance issues
The PoA idenﬁes a number of strategies to achieve nutrion security. Of parcular interest is AoI # 3.2, “Balanced and
Nutrious Food at Minimal Costs for Vulnerable People,” which
sets the target of “increased availability through local producon
of low-cost items; poor, distressed and vulnerable women and
children eﬀecvely covered by food-based nutrion programs,
including Growth Monitoring and Promoon (GMP).” The PoA
and the 2009 Monitoring Report for the Plan also emphasize the
role of nutrion educaon intervenons, the disseminaon of
user-friendly nutrion informaon through mass media, and the
expansion of the Area-Based Community Nutrion Program.
Depending on the type of intervenon, nutrion programs
confront all three governance challenges discussed in the introducon. For the staﬀ involved in providing community-based
extension services and educaon programs, the human resource
management challenge is certainly the most important one.
All intervenons that involve the distribuon of food items will
involve the targeng challenge and the leakage challenge.

Gender issues
Bangladesh faces an unﬁnished agenda with regard to nutrion.
Child malnutrion rates remain among the highest in the world,
with 46 percent of children under ﬁve years old considered
underweight (DHS 2007). Wasng rates have risen alarmingly in
this decade, from 10 percent to 16 percent (DHS 2007). A key
underlying factor—maternal malnutrion—remains intractable
despite eﬀorts to improve the nutrional status of pregnant
women. Iron deﬁciency anemia aﬀects nearly 50 percent of all
pregnant and lactang women. A direct consequence of this,
aside from maternal mortality, is low birthweight, which aﬀects
30–50 percent of all newborns. Undernutrion limits children’s
growth potenal and increases their vulnerability to infecous
diseases and non-communicable diseases later in life. It delays
their enrollment in school and damages their ability to learn
and develop useful skills, which fosters the intergeneraonal
transmission of poverty and undernutrion. Bangladesh is thus
characterized by a cycle of intergeneraonal poverty, ill-health,
and malnutrion (World Bank 2009).
The low status of women within the household and in the
community has serious implicaons for the reducon of child
malnutrion. Naonally representave stascs and smaller,
longitudinal data sets both show that malnutrion among children in Bangladesh—especially chronic malnutrion—is signiﬁcantly associated with atudes towards domesc violence as
well as past experience of domesc violence (Quisumbing et al.
2009). Atudes that jusfy or condone domesc violence are
strong indicators that the balance of power is unequally distributed within a household. Domesc violence also has negave
eﬀects on maternal nutrion: mothers who have been subjected
to domesc violence experience less improvement in body mass
index and hemoglobin levels over me.
Addressing gender inequality is therefore central to reducing
malnutrion in Bangladesh. However, even if nutrion programs
target women, most of these programs do not take into account
women’s lack of access to or control of their own resources.
In Bangladesh, many women have restricted mobility; with no
access to the marketplace, they are not able to purchase food.
Only 20 percent of women are able to make decisions related

Experience and investment options
Bangladesh has an impressive record in addressing the challenge of leakages in public nutrion programs. In 2004, a study
by IFPRI esmated the average leakage in the Vulnerable Group
Development (VGD) program (due to short raon and undercoverage) at 8 percent of the total wheat allotment. These losses are
low by internaonal standards. The study found that these results
were due, in part, to monitoring and evaluaon throughout the
system and women’s empowerment at the union level to hold
program managers accountable (Ahmed et al. 2004).
Some lessons can be also be derived from the World Bankfunded Naonal Nutrion Project. This project used outsourcing
to NGOs as a strategy to address governance challenges. The
Implementaon Compleon and Results Report for the project
indicates that the project was able to meet the human resource
management challenge (World Bank 2007b: 15). More than
23,000 Community Nutrion Promoters were recruited, all of
them women, and “they were signiﬁcantly empowered due
to their role in the community and the respect of community
members.” However, the review also found that the strategy to
contract NGOs involved some challenges: “NGO contracng was
delayed further due to an observed lack of transparency in the
selecon process. Furthermore, though the checks and balances
that were in place to detect the few instances of lack of transparency in the sourcing of goods and services and safeguards against
undue inﬂuence were eﬀecve, these could have been more
pro-acvely implemented” (World Bank 2007b: 5-6). The strategies used by the project to prevent leakages included special
audits, withholding of fund disbursement, and requiring refunds
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to their own or their children’s health care, and less than half
can make decisions about how to spend their own money (DHS
2004).

contracng as an implementaon strategy; and (c) using innovave approaches to create performance incenves for public-sector
staﬀ. Technologies such as e-governance represent a promising
aid, across the diﬀerent areas of intervenon. Addional eﬀorts
could focus on the right to informaon, at the same me
promong people’s capacity to use this right. Another innovave
strategy is to strengthen the capacity of elected representaves at
the local and naonal level to hold service providers accountable.
This requires collecng performance data and training elected
oﬃcials to interpret such data for accountability purposes.

Provisions in policy documents to address gender
issues
Women and children are explicitly idenﬁed as targets of NFP
Objecve 3, “Adequate nutrion for all individuals, especially
women and children,” parcularly in the following Areas of
Intervenon: AoI #3.2, “Balanced and nutrious food for vulnerable people”; AoI #3.3, “Nutrion educaon on dietary diversiﬁcaon”; AoI #3.7, “Women’s and children’s health”; and AoI #3.8,
“Promoon and protecon of breaseeding and complementary
feeding.” In all these areas, women are idenﬁed as the entry point
for intervenons aiming to improve nutrion outcomes. However,
even as the targets of intervenons, if women do not control
household resources they may not have the ability to direct these
resources toward child health and nutrion.

Cross-cutting strategies for addressing gender
issues
Smith et al. (2003) propose a two-pronged approach to eliminate
gender inequality: ﬁrst, eradicate discriminaon against women;
and second, promote catch-up by implemenng more acve
measures in key areas. This two-pronged approach is applicable
to addressing gender issues in Bangladesh’s food security strategy.
Policy reform to eradicate gender discriminaon aims to
create a level playing ﬁeld for women and men. Improving women’s
polical voice and parcipaon is vital to any fundamental shi
that increases women’s eﬀecve parcipaon. Important steps
include strengthening democrac instuons via legislaon,
rewring constuons to explicitly disavow discriminaon,
and establishing and enforcing an an-discriminatory rule of
law. While such declaraons do not automacally translate into
changes on the ground, they provide an important signal of
the government’s commitment, to which women can appeal to
protect their rights. Eliminang gender discriminaon in ownership and access to economically producve assets is a crical
step, including the equal ability to inherit land, to join a credit
and savings club, to join a water users’ group, to access extension
advice, to start up a small enterprise, and to survive in the event
of a family breakdown. While progress has been made in some of
these areas, there are sll many opportunies for change.
The acve promoon of catch-up in women’s status is a more
controversial proposion, even if the resulng increase in the
overall size of the pie would more than compensate for males’
reduced share. Redistribung resources toward females may
be especially contenous in areas where gender discriminaon
against females is well-entrenched. In this regard, Bangladesh
has made signiﬁcant strides in primary educaon through its
condional food/cash transfer programs (implemented by the
public sector), as well as in targeng credit through women’s
groups (through the NGO sector). Many important lessons can
be learned from the successes in these areas.
Based upon our analysis of the Naonal Food Policy Plan of
Acon, there are addional approaches that the Government
of Bangladesh can take to design and implemenng gendersensive strategies for achieving food security. These include: (a)
recognizing women as agricultural producers and key partners in
achieving food security; (b) evaluang, learning from, and scaling
up successful innovaons undertaken by the NGO sector; and (c)

Experiences and investment options
Ahmed et al. (2010) discusses implementaon experience in
nutrion intervenons and emphasizes the need to improve
women’s nutrion and health as essenal to improving the
nutrional status of the populaon. Poor maternal nutrion
before, during, and aer pregnancy is a major determinant of
child malnutrion and contributes to women’s ill-health and
mortality. Intervenons to address women’s nutrion, starng in
early adolescence, are essenal to migate a major public health
boleneck in Bangladesh, and to set an example for South Asia.
Equally essenal is building community support for women’s
role in assuring good nutrion of their families. Because of the
strong link between the low status of women and high rates of
child malnutrion, intervenons must aim to improve women’s
status and to build support for women’s empowerment within
their communies. Innovave approaches will be essenal to
shi social norms related to early marriage and child-bearing and
to promote support within the home during and aer pregnancy
(Sen et al. 2010). In areas where women’s status is known to be
low and eﬀorts to increase it are met with resistance, strategies
to promote children’s nutrional status must include acons to
migate the negave eﬀects of power inequalies favoring men.

CONCLUSION
Cross-cutting strategies for addressing governance issues
Investments in improved governance of agricultural and food
security programs must include three strategic approaches:
(a) empowering beneﬁciaries through user organizaons;
(b) strengthening capacity for procurement, to support NGO
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connuing to adapt and modify successful government programs
that seek to eliminate gender inequality and to explore their
applicability to the food and agriculture sector.
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