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Bangladesh has been making steady
economic progress over the past
decades. Since independence, its
GDP has increased manifold, from
around $6 billion to over $450 billion,
while per capita income jumped
from around $128 to over $2,700. In
2015, it achieved the status of a lower
middle-income country.

To become a middle-income
country by 2031 and a developed
one by 2041, Bangladesh needs
to embrace the Fourth Industrial
Revolution, and focus on, among
other things, creating a skilled
workforce (o adequately address
several disquieting features of the
labour market.

First, although the female
labour force participation rate has
increased over time, it is about one-
half of the male rate. The overall
rate, one of the most important
indicators of the labour market,
increased from around 55 percent
in 2000 to 61.2 percent in 2022. The
corresponding rates for males and
females, respectively, were about 84
and 24 percent in 2000, and 80 and
43 percent in 2022. Women often
work at the lowest level of the job
hierarchy, with little employment
security and low wages.

Second, between 2000 and 2022
(data for 2023 are available for the
first and second quarters, and have
not been included in the analysis),
the labour force increased from 40.7
million to around 72 million, that is
by around 1.4 million annually. This
is in sharp contrast to the 7th and
8th Five Year Plans’ projected annual
growth of around two million people.

During the same  period,
employment increased from 39
million to about 71 million (that is, by
around 1.45 million annually). This is
in sharp contrast to the 7th plan’s
estimated additional job creation of

around 2.6 million annually. Why
was the estimated job creation, let
alone “decent jobs,” during the 7th
plan’s implementation not achieved?

Meanwhile, agriculture, forestry
and  fisheries, the dominant
occupational category, declined in
relative importance from around
one-half in 2000 to about one-third
in 2015-16; however, it gained its
relative share in 2022, accounting
for around 45 percent of the total
employed population (largely on
account of a sharp increase in female
employment in rural areas), followed
by services sector (38 percent) and
industries (17 percent). Unlike the
conventional wisdom that growth in
the services sector will follow growth
in agriculture and manufacturing,
the employment structure in
Bangladesh continues to become
more service-sector-oriented,
predominantly outside of the formal
sector.

There is a predominance of
informality in the labour market.
The increase in employment over
time has been largely in the informal
sector due to the relatively limited
number of jobs created in the formal
sector.

The informal sector consists
largely of low-productivity, low-
wage jobs. The share of this sector
increased from 75 percent of total
employment in 2000 to around
85 percent in 2022. Such work is
considerably more dominant in
rural areas, among females, and
among the less educated. There are
also informal workers (contractual
and casual) in the formal sector,
who receive lower wages and have
no job security. The predominance
of informality in the labour market
presents a challenge to the creation
of an adequate number of “decent
jobs.” This issue is hindering stable

and sustainable development of the
economy.

Another indicator of successful
absorption of labour is the extent
to which the labour force has
been moving toward more secure
forms of employment. However,
the evidence shows that vulnerable
forms of employment have remained
predominant over the past two
decades. There has hardly been
any change in the relative shares
of the different employment status
categories. Self-employed workers
remained at around 47 percent, day
labourers at around 24 percent,
employees 15-17 percent; and unpaid
family workers at around 12 percent.

Skill levels of the employed
population remain low. Since
Bangladesh faces a shortage of
the required skilled manpower,
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are likely to be severely affected in
the future. Also, the relatively low
skill level of the workers results
in low labour productivity; and
it is lower than in several other
countries such as Vietnam, India,
China, Indonesia, Thailand, and
Sri Lanka. The inadequate human
capital will be a major limiting factor
towards absorption of the projected
two million-plus workers annually
created during the eighth plan’s
implementation period.

There is considerable
underutilisation of the labour
force; and it is higher in rural areas
and among females. Furthermore,
unemployment  increases  with
education level. The relatively high
unemployment among the more
educated is due to limited absorptive

the labour force, with adverse effects
on the productive capacity of the
economy.

Although the young labour force
(15-29 years) increased from 14.5
million (10.4 million males and 4.1
million females) in 2000 to 26.8
million (13.6 million males and
13.2 million females) in 2022, the
proportion of employed youth in
total employment declined from
88.9 percent (90.5 percent males
and 85 percent females) in 2000 to
35 percent (26.7 percent males and
50.3 percent females) in 2022. High
unemployment among youth limits,
among other things, Bangladesh’s
ability to reap the benefits of
demographic dividend.

Given the need to address the
above disquieting features of the

include measures to raise overall
productivity of the economy; address
bottlenecks to increase investment,
especially private investment, by
improving the overall investment
climate; attach greater focus on
high-productivity = manufacturing
sector, especially export-oriented,
and services sectors; make greater
investments in human capital to be
able to, among other things, reap the
benefits of demographic dividend;
modernise and further expand
the micro, small and medium
enterprises; and improve the overall
quality of jobs. These measures,
if adequately implemented, will
have positive effects on the overall
employment situation, and thereby,
contribute to further growth of the
economy.
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Could we (please) do better in
controlling food prices?
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The new government in
Bangladesh needs to continue
the distribution of  food
essentials in full force in the
coming months, in order to
keep the cost of living low for
vulnerable groups. The months
of December and January,
which span the Bangla calendar
months of Poush and Magh,
ring in the new harvest season.
However, for the rural poor and
the impoverished families in
urban areas, winter also brings
about food shortages and other
hardships which are aggravated
by the cold and accompanying
dry, polluted air. Already, there
have been reports of increase in
food prices on domestic markets
during the post-election weeks.

Last year, the country
witnessed food price increases in
the double digits for months in a
row, and there are still no signs of
the prices cooling down. These
increases leave their mark on the
budget since, even if there is a
deceleration of inflation, recent
inflationary hikes have already
hit consumers’ pockets hard.
According to one BBS study at
the end of 2023, one in every five
households in Bangladesh was
food insecure.

Another issue the government
has to be vigilant about is that
merchants  employ  familiar
tactics to inflate prices well
before Ramadan, aiming to avoid
scrutiny during the month of
fasting, which is only less than
two months away, according to a
spokesperson for the Consumers
Association of  Bangladesh.
One does not need to speculate

chickpeas, onion, garlic, ginger,
turmeric, dry chilli, eggs, and
dates. Concerns have been raised
that the reduced import of wheat
has led to increased dependence
on rice among the poor, thereby
intensifying the pressure on rice
supplies and exacerbating food
insecurity.

A recent Prothom Alo report
noted “variations in the price of
rice across different categories,
with Barishal, Khulna, and
Chattogram recording higher

prices compared to other
divisions.” According to the
“Grain and Feed Update”

report by the US Department

One does not need to speculate that the prices of beef, lentils, and onions will go

up during Ramadan.

that the prices of beef, lentils,
and onions will go up during
Ramadan. The government
must, in a coordinated fashion,
take steps to maintain market
stability and address price
gouging.

According to a Bangladesh
Trade and Tariff Commission
(BTTC) report from last month,
the prices of beef and onion have
shot up despite adequate supply.
The Ministry of Commerce must
employ special initiatives to
monitor the supply and price
list of essential items like rice,
wheat, edible oil, sugar, lentils,

Abasic and fundamental tenet
of economics is that the cost of
food depends on the price you
pay and on your budget. For an
average household, which spends
70 percent of its budget on food,
every month is a struggle to
balance its budget. A World Food
Programme (WFP) study showed
that in November 2023, an
average of Tk 2,833 was spent on
food for one person, reflecting a
six percent increase compared to
the same period last year. Data
shows that hunger and food
insecurity vary depending on the
region, season, and social class.
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of Agriculture’s Foreign
Agricultural Service and the
Global Agricultural Information
Network, in the second week
of December 2023, the average
retail price for coarse rice rose to
Tk 51.35 per kilo, up 1.3 percent
from the previous month’s
price. Rice price has been
increasing since October 2023,
primarily due to high inflation
and higher transportation costs
(contributed to by blockades and
hartals). The report predicts that
the supply of newly harvested
rice into the market may lead
to a slight reduction in prices in
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a monitoring and evaluation
(M&F) mechanism to ensure
efficiency, transparency, and
accountability in the distribution
chain.

Market manipulators are
creating a supply crisis, and the
inability of policymakers to take
any measures against them has
left many families struggling to
make ends meet since wages have
not increased at the same pace
as inflation. More concerningly,
sudden jumps in food prices
and other essentials also impact
low-income people who are
otherwise  considered “non-
poor” as they are still vulnerable
to poverty due to adverse income
shocks.
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