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Executive Summary  

Bangladesh has one of the most vulnerable economies, characterized by extremely 
high population density, low resource base, and high incidence of natural disasters. These 
have adverse implications for long-term savings, investment, and growth.  Such defining 
features impart certain uniqueness to the formulation of the poverty reduction strategy.  

I.  Need for Strategic Rethinking  
The present strategy addresses three key tasks facing the nation.  The first one focuses 

on the need for consolidating past economic and social successes (the task of sustaining the 
positive gains).  The second one pertains to the compulsions of avoiding the pitfalls of past 
development experiences (the task of overcoming the negative tendencies).  The third one 
draws attention to the new challenges that the nation has to confront in the context of 
globalization as well as new problems that arise from the present phase of domestic 
development (the task of addressing new challenges).  The success of the strategy of poverty 
reduction and attainment of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) would depend on the 
extent to which the above three tasks are addressed in the coming decade.  

Consolidating the Success  
The importance of consolidation of the past success can hardly be overemphasized.  

Economic success once achieved cannot be assumed away, let alone sustained, without 
constant vigilance.  Past trends in social and economic indicators cannot be extrapolated into 
the future.  This is one of the enduring ideas of development.  

That Bangladesh, once dubbed as “the test case of development”, could achieve a 
wide range of social and economic successes seemed remarkable to many observers of 
development.  The present strategy paper draws attention to the often forgotten lesson from 
the country’s recent economic history underscoring the point that development is possible 
even in the most trying of circumstances.  Although the gains are modest in relation to the 
magnitude of the overall problem, they defy the gloomy predictions and pessimistic 
apprehensions that dominated the global discourse about the country’s long-term prospects 
till recently.  The record of achievements includes acceleration in per capita income growth, 
reduction in population growth, decrease in child mortality, improvements in child nutrition, 
expansion of primary and secondary education, reduction of gender inequality in education, 
overcoming the shadow of famine with substantial reduction in chronic food shortage and 
insecurity, enhanced capacity for disaster management, and sustained trends of decline in 
income-poverty.  However, most of the above -mentioned successes run the risk of slippage.  

The strategy paper notes that many of these successes cannot be sustained through the 
replication of the business-as-usual approach.  The case of agricultural and export growth 
illustrates the nature of the problem.  The relatively high agricultural growth recorded in 
recent years was mainly achieved through the expansion of rice production.  Given the 
declining profitability of rice farming, it is obvious that high agricultural growth cannot be 
maintained in the next decade only by relying on the expansion of HYV rice technology.  The  
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same applies to the sustainability of the export growth given its current near-exclusive 
reliance on the ready-made garments, especially in the context of post -MFA.  In short, 
sustainability and consolidation require identification of the new sources of economic growth, 
poverty reduction and social development, which have not been tapped so far.  

Avoiding the Pitfalls  
Combating the negative tendencies unfolded over the past decade poses an additional 

strategic consideration.  The concerns cover the problem of law and order; deteriorating 
investment climate; economic misgovernance leading to persistent wastage, mistargeting, 
inequities, “system loss” and leakage; policy inconsistency and lack of coordination among 
the development agencies; poor quality of education, health and public services; and adverse 
consequences of polarized politics.  Overcoming these economic and social ills will be a 
priority task.  

Facing the New Challenges  
There are also emergent concerns over managing the risks and uncertainties.  These 

are associated with the changing global economic environment especially with respect to 
market access, trade, aid, and investment as well as growing urbanization, deteriorating 
environment, and new public health concerns and security threats.  Preparation for meeting 
these new challenges is inadequate and demands far-reaching institutional reform, capacity 
building, and considerable rethinking.  

II.  Outlining a Development Vision  
Long-Term Social Targets  

The vision in the present strategy embraces a comprehensive approach premised on a 
rights-based framework, that highlights the need of progressive realization of rights in the 
shortest possible time .  For this, poverty reduction (with special focus on the removal of 
hunger and chronic poverty) and accelerating the pace of social development (with particular 
emphasis on empowering the poor and achieving gender equality) have been made the 
overarching strategic goals.  Adopting a comprehensive approach and taking into account the 
country’s past international commitments (such as the MDGs) and evolving national realities, 
the strategy envisions that, by the year 2015, Bangladesh would achieve the following 
targets:  
 
(i)  Remove the ‘ugly faces’ of poverty by eradicating hunger, chronic food- 
 insecurity, and extreme destitution;  
(ii)  Reduce the number of people living below the poverty line by 50 per cent;  
(iii)      Attain universal primary education for all girls and boys of primary school  
 age;  
(iv)      Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education;  
(v)  Reduce infant and under five mortality rates by 65 per cent, and eliminate  
 gender disparity in child mortality;  
(vi)      Reduce the proportion of malnourished children under five by 50 per cent and  
 eliminate gender disparity in child malnutrition;  
(vii)     Reduce maternal mortality rate by 75 per cent;  
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(viii)    Ensure access of reproductive health services to all;  
(ix)      Reduce substantially, if not eliminate totally, social violence against the poor  
 and   the   disadvantaged   groups,   especially   violence   against   women   and  
 children; and  
(x)  Ensure   disaster   management   and   prevent   environmental   degradation   for  
 overcoming the persistence of deprivation.  
 
 
Feasibility of Target Attainment  

Reaching the above targets would not be easy.  The goal of reducing the income-
poverty level by half by 2015, for instance, will require significant additional efforts.  For 
this, Bangladesh needs accelerate the pace of poverty reduction from 1.5 per cent per year 
observed in the 1990s to 3.3 per cent for the period 2000-15.  The calculations show that if 
the past trends of income inequality persist in the next decade, Bangladesh will have to 
sustain a GDP growth rate of about 7 per cent per year over the next 15 years for reaching 
the income poverty reduction target.  

For other indicators, the task appears less daunting.  The projected reduction rate for 
child mortality and child malnutrition is slightly higher than the average progress recorded in 
the nineties.  With renewed emphasis on population control, primary health care, National 
Nutrition Program (NNP), investments in girl’s education and rising social awareness about 
public health, targets in child mortality and malnutrition are within the feasible range of 
attainment.  The target for extreme poverty reduction is statistically less demanding but more 
socially challenging given the need for re-orientating the allocation of resources towards the 
most needy poor.  

III. Elements of New Thinking  
All Routes Matter  

With many roots and multidimensional characteristics, all routes matter for the 
poverty reduction strategy.  These will combine measures to address underlying causes and 
practical interventions to mitigate poverty.  The strategic elements of anti-poverty policies 
and institutions will cover five broad avenues.  The first set of policies would accelerate and 
expand the scope for pro-poor economic growth for increasing income and employment of 
the poor.  The second set would foster human development of the poor for raising their 
capability through education, health, nutrition, employment-oriented skill training and social 
interventions.  The third set of policies would support women’s advancement and closing of 
gender gaps in development.  The fourth set of policies would provide social protection to 
the poor against anticipated and unanticipated income/consumption shocks and 
vulnerabilities to disasters through targeted and other efforts.  The fifth set would favorably 
influence participatory governance, enhance the voice of the poor, and improve non-material 
dimensions of well-being including security, power and social inclusion by improving the 
performance of anti-poverty and disaster preparedness and mitigation institutions and 
removing institutional hurdles to social mobility.  In all these efforts, policies would be taken 
to strike a realistic balance between the livelihood requirements of the people and sound 
environmental management that can ensure sustainability.  
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The above interventions will have maximum impact on poverty, especially in 
minimizing the severity of poverty, when these are targeted to the poor regions with special 
focus on the needs of the most disadvantaged populations and ethnic groups.  Policies and 
institutional actions delineated under the strategy will be designed to reach out to the poorest 
and the remote rural areas, which are vulnerable to adverse ecological processes (including 
coastal regions, chars and river erosion affected areas) and those with high concentrations of 
socially disadvantaged and marginal ethnic groups.  Special attention will be given to the 
development problems of the hill people of CHT and tribal population residing in other parts 
of the country.  

While the strategy adopts a comprehensive approach covering all routes, the 
important task would be to spell out appropriate prioritization and sequencing of actions 
needed to replace the business-as-usual scenario with a changed agenda so as to ensure 
accelerated poverty reduction and achieve the proposed targets.  Within the five broad 
avenues, the present document spells out several policy and sectoral/subsectoral concerns 
based on the priorities identified by the poor during the consultations and existing analysis of 
the issues.  This medium term agenda would be further elaborated while preparing the more 
specific mix of macroeconomic, sectoral and governance policies and programs through 
participatory interactions with the poor and other stakeholders during the process of 
formulating the full-blown strategy.  

Major Thrust Areas  
Within the rubric of pro-poor economic growth, priority would be given to the 

promotion of small and medium industries, especially agro-processing, information 
technology and exports.  In agriculture, emphasis would be given to diversification by 
providing support to non-rice crops, livestock and fishery sub-sectors.  The quality of primary 
education, enrollment at secondary level and expansion and qualitative improvement of 
technical and vocational education including ICT will constitute the central focus within the 
education sector.  The health sector development strategy will be re-designed to focus on new 
areas not covered in the earlier phase such as urban primary health, emergency health care, 
major public health problems such as dengue and arsenic, broadening of the net of curative 
health care services for the poor, and enabling broad-based access to reproductive health 
services.  Within the area of disaster management, the focus will shift from relief and 
rehabilitation to vulnerability management approach.  A balanced emphasis will be given to 
economic, social and political empowerment issues in promoting the cause of women’s 
advancement and closing of gender gaps in the next phase of development.  Measures would 
be taken to strengthen the pro-poor growth and equity impact of central government 
expenditures.  The new phase of development will also emphasize the need of 
decentralization, local government, and community mobilization for creating maximum 
effects on poverty reduction and social development.  Adequate measures would be taken to 
ensure effective macroeconomic management as a key determinant of the well-being of the 
poor as well as for creating growth-enhancing investment climate.  

Medium Term Macroeconomic Framework  
For implementing the strategy, a medium term macroeconomic framework has been 

specified covering the period FY04 and FY06.  The framework envisages a stable 
macroeconomic environment  for which the key macroeconomic variables have been  
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specified within a consistent framework.  The macroeconomic framework has been supported 
by detailed budgetary and monetary frameworks indicating the public resource envelope and 
expenditure pattern required to achieve the desired growth, poverty reduction and social 
development targets.  The framework will be updated and adjusted periodically on the basis 
of actual changes and developments.  

Monitoring and Evaluation  
For ensuring success, a systematic approach to monitoring and evaluating the progress 

in implementing the strategy has been worked out.  A Poverty Focal Point with strong 
institutional linkages and technical capacity will be set up in the General Economics Division 
(GED) of the Planning Commission for effective poverty monitoring and tracking the 
progress in implementing anti-poverty policies and programs.  For this, a list of core 
indicators required to track the progress in implementation has been specified.  The Focal 
Point will act as the key agency in the preparation of the full-blown strategy and periodic 
revision of the medium-term agenda of the macroeconomic framework.  

Building New Development Coalitions  
The emerging challenges demand a new outlook and indeed a fresh new approach 

towards coalition building at the level of actors (central government, local government, 
NGOs/ CSOs/ CBOs, private sector).  It also anticipates a new mix of policy instruments 
striking a balance between private initiatives, public action, and community mobilization.  

In all these areas, the state machinery will play the pivotal role as the coalition 
builder, pace setter, strategy formulator and driver of reform and renewal.  For this, an 
enhanced and reinvented role of the state will be ensured with emphasis on increasing state 
capacities and orchestrating and balancing all social initiatives and actions towards meeting 
the national development goals.  

Given the widespread implementation failure, attainment of good governance, 
transparency and accountability remains the preconditions for the success of the strategy. 
Without an accountable implementing machinery and a strategy that moves towards more 
equitable growth and social development, the task of reaching the MDGs consistent with the 
national priorities would remain as elusive as ever.  This demands broad-based institutional 
reform in the planning and economic decision making apparatus of the government.  The 
focal point with strong inter-sectoral and inter-ministerial linkages, will play a pivotal role in 
enhancing the effectiveness of policy and programatic actions induced by the strategy.  These 
actions will be further strengthened by democratizing the development agencies (including 
the state machinery and NGOs/ CSOs), enhancing the voice, influence and empowerment of 
the poor, reforming and deepening the political institutions for pro-poor governance with a 
general thrust on the progressive realization of rights in the shortest possible time. 
Independent civic monitoring of the strategy outcomes and competitive pressure group 
building around the reform agenda would also be taken as critical to the success of the 
strategy.  
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