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Same fields, same labour, never the same pay
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percent in 2000 to 78 
percent in 2022 before 
falling to 56 percent in 
2024.

Currently, around 3.08 
crore people are engaged 
in agricultural activities 
-- including fisheries, 
livestock, and forestry -- 
with women accounting for 
1.72 crore of the workforce.

Even as women take 
on a larger share of farm 
work, the persistent 
wage gap continues to 
undermine their economic 
empowerment and 
influence in household 
decision-making.

Since February, potato 
harvesting has been in full 
swing across the northern 
districts. 

Visits to Bogura, 
Joypurhat, and Gaibandha 
found thousands of women 
working alongside men in 
the fields. Yet the wage gap 
remains stark.

Female labourers earn 
Tk 300 to Tk 350 a day 
for harvesting potatoes, 
compared to Tk 700-Tk 
800 for men.

Male farmers often 
justify the disparity by 
arguing that men work 
longer hours or perform 
heavier tasks.

Abdul Hamid, 42, a 
farmer from Rajosh village 
who hired 15 women and 
10 men for harvesting, 
said, “During Ramadan, 
women leave by 3:30pm 
for household chores, while 
men work from 7:00am 
until evening.”

For women labourers, 
however, the pay gap feels 
deeply unfair.

Data from the 

Gaibandha District 
Statistics Office show 
there are 68,345 female 
labourers in the district, 
of whom 63,952 work in 
agriculture. The average 
daily wage for women is Tk 
350, compared to Tk 500 
for men.

In Bogura, 1,56,876 
women are employed in 
agriculture, earning Tk 
400 a day, while men earn 
Tk 600.

The BBS Labour Force 
Survey 2024 also highlights 
the disparity: rural women 
working in agriculture, 
fisheries, and forestry earn 
an average monthly income 
of Tk 8,301, compared with 
Tk 12,354 for men.

Riktu Prasad, general 
secretary of the Gaibandha 
branch of Bangladesh 
Mahila Parishad, said while 
women in formal offices 
may receive equal pay, rural 
women often work twice as 
hard for half the wages. 

The relatively low cost 
of female labour is one 
reason for the increase in 
women’s participation in 
agriculture, she added.

“Equal status and wages 
cannot be ensured without 
a broader social movement 
involving all organisations, 
not just women’s rights 
groups,” she said.

In Bogura’s rice and 
major husking mills, many 
women work alongside 
men drying and boiling 
paddy, but still earn 
significantly less.

Helena Begum, 45, 
who works at a rice mill in 
Adamdighi upazila, said 
she earns Tk 200 a day 
plus a few kilogrammes of 
broken rice. 

In contrast, Rashidul 
Islam, a male worker at 
another mill, said he earns 
Tk 1,000 a day during peak 
season and Tk 500 in the 
off-season.

Layek Ali, president 
of Bangladesh Auto and 
Major Husking Mill Owners 
Association, said the 
number of women working 
in husking mills has fallen 
from around 2,00,000–
2,50,000 in the past to 
20,000–25,000 due to 
the rise of automated rice 
mills.

On wage discrimination, 
he said women are often 
hired on a contractual 
basis, and the absence of a 
fixed minimum daily wage 
allows disparities to persist.

“If a daily wage is 
officially declared, the gap 
between men and women 
will narrow,” he said.

Sharmind Neelormi, a 
professor of economics at 
Jahangirnagar University, 
said, “Men’s participation 
in agriculture has been 
declining over the years, 
and although women’s 
overall participation in 
the sector has also fallen 
slightly, the trend is 
different for the 15–29 age 
group.”

“For women in this age 
band, participation has 
actually increased.”

She said the trend raises 
concerns about the quality 
of jobs young women are 
entering.

“This age group is 
crucial for a country 
seeking to benefit from 
its demographic dividend. 
But if young women 
continue to move into low-
remunerative, low-skill 

jobs, the question is, where 
will the demographic 
dividend come from?” she 
said.

Neelormi added that 
the wage gap between men 
and women in agriculture 
has narrowed somewhat in 
recent years, partly due to 
increasing mechanisation.

“When machines such 
as threshers are used, the 
operator -- whether male 
or female -- tends to receive 
similar pay. As manual 
labour declines with the 
adoption of technology, 
the wage gap gradually 
narrows,” she said.

“However, unskilled 
labour remains dominant 
in the sector, which is 
why the wage gap has not 
disappeared entirely,” she 
said.

She also cautioned 
that mechanisation could 
introduce new inequalities.

“Women generally have 
less capacity to invest in 
technology, which means 
their share in ownership 
of such assets is likely to 
remain lower,” she added.

In a study, Prof Sadika 
Haque of agricultural 
economics at Bangladesh 
Agricultural University 
said the increased share of 
women in the labour force 
does not necessarily mean 
gender equality or real 
empowerment.

Although women have 
legal land rights, they often 
cannot exercise control 
over property due to 
prevailing social norms and 
attitudes, she said.

“It is necessary to ensure 
women’s access to and 
control over resources,” she 
added. 

Amend RTI Act before passing ordinance
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We want further 
consultation so that the 
amendments we proposed 
are incorporated,” she said.

Shaheen also called for 
the immediate formation 
of the Information 
Commission, saying its 
prolonged absence had 
created a serious gap 
in citizens’ access to 
information.

She added that 
appointments to the 
commission must be 
transparent and based 
on competence and 
independence.

Shaheen also said 
women’s access to 
information remained weak 
and should be made easier.

Iftekharuzzaman said 
Bangladesh had made little 
progress in implementing 
the RTI law over the 
past 16 years under an 
authoritarian system that 
kept the commission 
ineffective. He said the 
interim government also 
failed to set a better example 
and left the commission 
unformed despite having 

the opportunity to 
strengthen transparency in 
governance.

Referring to past 
appointments, he said 
many commissioners 
had spent their 
professional lives keeping 
information secret, which 
undermined the purpose 
of the institution. “If 
the leadership of the 
commission itself is 
influenced by partisan 
considerations, it becomes 
difficult to expect an 
environment where the 
right to information can 
be effectively practised,” he 
said.

He also said the law 
should be amended to 
bring the private sector and 
political parties under its 
scope.

He added that the 
status and benefits of 
commissioners should be 
fixed by law, with the chief 
information commissioner 
equivalent to the Appellate 
Division and other 
commissioners equivalent 
to the High Court Division.

MRDI Executive Director 

Hasibur Rahman said the 
Information Commission 
had remained absent since 
the July-August political 
changes, leaving more than 
1,000 complaints pending.

He said the amendment 
ordinance introduced 
only limited changes, 
although some provisions 
strengthened the law.  
However, several key 
proposals remained 
unaddressed. These 
included adding “note 
sheet” to the definition 
of information, reviewing 
Section 7 of the law, 
and bringing local 
government bodies, private 
entities operating under 
government contracts 
or licences, and political 
parties registered with 
the Election Commission 
under the law’s scope.

He also proposed 
introducing a time-bound 
process for appointing 
commissioners so that 
vacant posts in the 
Information Commission 
are filled within a specified 
period.

Replying to a question, 

he said the RTI Forum 
wants a representative 
nominated by the forum to 
be included in the search 
committee for appointing 
commissioners.

Nagorik Uddyog Chief 
Executive Zakir Hossain 
proposed that major 
government projects 
hold public hearings 
every six months so that 
citizens, journalists and 
other stakeholders could 
review progress and raise 
questions.

Bangladesh Institute of 
Labour Studies Executive 
Director Syed Sultan 
Uddin Ahmed said private 
sector entities receiving 
government incentives, 
loans, or other benefits 
funded by taxpayers should 
also be brought under the 
RTI law.

Sujan Secretary Badiul 
Alam Majumdar said the 
right to information is vital 
for a democratic state and 
that political parties should 
be brought under the law 
so that citizens can access 
information about their 
finances and operations.

Visible on the street, not in policy making  
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women and girls. 
According to figures he 
shared, 2,808 incidents of 
violence were recorded in 
2025, including 786 cases 
of rape or gang rape.

The data also showed 
that 72 percent of ever-
married women have 
experienced intimate 
partner violence, while 
between 63 and 78 percent 
face online harassment.

With around 51 percent 
of girls married before the 
age of 18 and only seven 
women directly elected 
to parliament, Tonmoy 
stressed the urgent need 
for a citizens’ platform 
where marginalised voices 
can directly engage in 
discussions on rights and 
institutional reform.

Banasree Mitra Neogi, 
director of rights and 
governance programmes 
at MJF, said the country’s 
struggle for independence 
was fundamentally a fight 
for rights, voice and dignity.

She urged citizens to 
move beyond merely asking 
questions and instead 
examine whether genuine 
equity is being achieved.

Emphasising the deeper 
meaning of rights, she 
called for greater public 
awareness of how these 
rights are denied in 
everyday life and insisted 
that both social and 
institutional barriers 

to equality must be 
challenged.

Dr Ainoon Naher, 
professor of anthropology 
at Jahangirnagar 
University, said the fight for 
equality cannot be limited 
to legal provisions or age 
thresholds alone.

“Child marriage, rape, 
and discrimination are 
deeply rooted in patriarchy. 
Society as a whole must 
move together to challenge 
regressive norms,” she said.

Echoing this concern, 
Jinat Ara Haque, chief 
executive of WE CAN 
Bangladesh, said girls must 
be raised to believe their 
futures extend beyond 
early marriage. 

She stressed that dignity 
and personal agency 
should come before social 
pressure.

Advocate Susmita 
Chakma, a human rights 
activist from Rangamati, 
said child marriage and 
violence have worsened in 
many areas over the past 
two years.

She noted that legal 
awareness remains weak at 
the grassroots level, while 
lengthy and complex legal 
procedures in rape cases 
continue to hinder justice, 
particularly for indigenous 
women seeking equal 
treatment under the law.

Khandaker Jahurul 
Alam, executive director 
of CSID, spoke about the 

discrimination faced by 
women with disabilities.

He said they are often 
treated as symbolic 
figures rather than rights-
holders and face exclusion 
from public spaces as 
well as vulnerability to 
harmful practices such as 
dowry-related abuse and 
abandonment.

The town hall meeting 
also served as a civic 
platform for representatives 
from Dalit communities, 
ethnic minorities, persons 
with disabilities and 
gender-diverse groups.

Participants described 

what they termed the 
“layered realities” of 
exclusion, citing the 
humiliation faced by 
transgender people and 
the lack of effective legal 
protection for women 
in remote areas such 
as Khagrachhari and 
Rangamati.

The session concluded 
with a call from MJF for 
International Women’s Day 
to move beyond symbolic 
observance and toward the 
concrete implementation 
of laws and meaningful 
inclusion of women in 
public decision-making.

Settle July Charter
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had not produced positive 
outcomes in the past and 
was unlikely to do so in the 
future.

He said the July 
uprising did not occur 
within the framework of 
the constitution, adding 
that if examined strictly 
from a constitutional 
perspective, both the 
interim government and 
the current government 
could be declared illegal by 
the court.

AB Party President 
Mojibur Rahman Monju 
called for a political 
compromise to resolve the 
current crisis. 

He noted that 

Bangladesh’s political 
history shows governments 
elected with large 
majorities often face strong 
public backlash and are 
forced to step down before 
completing their terms.

Photographer Shahidul 
Alam said the referendum 
verdict should be 
respected in the interest of 
democracy. 

The government should 
accept the result, he said, 
warning that ignoring the 
people’s mandate would 
undermine democratic 
principles.

The programme was 
moderated by Fahim 
Masrur, co-coordinator of 
the forum.


