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Abstract:

Every year thousands of talented students from Bangladesh graduate from universities and colleges in the UK. Because the
tuition fees they have to pay are very high, most of these students originate from rich families, which provide them with
financial support when studying and to start in business after graduation. Most of them return to Bangladesh after
completing their studies, where they could play a significant role in the improvement of different industrial sectors. Very few
start a business in agriculture, even though most of them have the financial resources and the sector offers significant
potential. This paper presents an overview of Bangladeshi agriculture and the challenges that UK graduates face in starting
a business in this sector. It details recommendations based on interview data and a review of secondary sources, suggesting
that the main challenges are poor education among existing workers, lack of technology, lack of government support,
corruption among local government officials, lack of security, lack of financial support, natural calamities, poor
transportation, and lack of insurance against crop damage.

1. Introduction

Bangladesh is predominantly dependent on its agricultural sector for food to feed its huge population and the sector has substantial
support to the growth of wholesale and retail trade, the transport and communication sector, hotels and restaurants and so on.
According to the present Finance Minister of Bangladesh, the contribution of agriculture sector to GDP has been gradually declining
for the last few years, but the production of foods from this sector has increased. The contribution of the sector was 13.70% in 2011-
12; 13.09% in 2012-13 and 12.64% in 2013-14 (Bangladesh Economic Review, 2014, 2013, 2012, 2011). Nevertheless, the
production of food grains has been increasing every year: 351.20 lakh metric tonnes in FY 2011-12; 372.66 lakh metric tonnes in FY
2012-13; and 377.82 lakh metric tonnes in FY 2013-14 (Bangladesh Economic Review, 2014, 2013, 2012, 2011).

The main agricultural products are rice, wheat, maize, jute, tea, spices, vegetables and sugarcane, which can be harvested three times a
year in many districts (MOA, 2015). Over the last few decades the performance of this sector has significantly improved because of
the use of technology in the food grain production process (Kabir and Rainis, 2012), and it could be improved even further through
good management by well-educated staff and greater financial investment (ADB, 2014). Therefore, the sector represents an excellent
investment opportunity for the thousands of Bangladeshi graduates returning to their home country, particularly from UK educational
institutions. Most of them currently take employment or make entrepreneurial investments in other sectors, including ready-made
garments (RMG), information technology (IT), services, construction and transport. There are many challenges involved in starting a
business in Bangladesh’s agriculture sector, but steps can betaken to mitigate these and it offers a lucrative area for investment.

2. The Agricultural sector in Bangladesh

Bangladesh is one of the fastest-growing countries in the developing world, and has been recognised by the United Nations as an
example for its successes in improving education, child mortality, women’s health, family planning, sanitation and social security.
However, it is still one of the most environmentally vulnerable countries, where production of food grains is challenging (Rana, 2014).
It has about8.5 million hectares of cultivatable land, much of which can host different types of food grain production across the year
(MOA, 2015). Bangladesh is the fourth-largest rice-producing country in the world and it has the excellent production capability for
other foods, for example wheat, maize, sugarcane and vegetables. Since the weather in the country has six different seasons (summer,
rainy season, autumn, late autumn, winter and spring), there is ample opportunity to produce different agro-based products from the
richly fertile land. Individual districts specialize in different types of food grains, for example Munshiganj concentrates on potatoes
while Rajshahi is famous for rice production. Only a small percentage of the total grain production is currently marketed through
commercial channels for exporting that can be developed like other countries (Kabir and Rainis, 2012) for example Thailand, India,
Vietnam etc are exporting huge amount of food grain specially in case of milled rice exporting, Thailand exported 11,100 MT, India
8,700 MT and Vietnam 6,700 MT in 2014 (Index Mundi, 2014).
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There are three main rice categories, Aman, Aus and Boro, which are harvested at different times of the year. For example, Aman is
produced from mid-May to mid-November, while Aus production runs from mid-March to mid-August and Boro is suitable for
production between January and mid-May. Figure 1 illustrates the crop calendar.
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Figure 1: Bangladesh Crop Calendar
Source: FAO, 2015

It is most important from the business perspective to note that the land is suitable for the production of other crops after harvesting, for
example, jute or rice, including many vegetables. Furthermore, during the rainy season (monsoon) the land can be used as fisheries.

In 2015 the FAO is expecting a bumper production of food grains if the weather is favourable. Excellent management of staff,
machinery and processes will also help ensure that spending on imported foods can be reduced. Bangladesh spent BDT 281.91 billion
on total imports in 2014, 9% of which was for the import of food items, which needs to be reduced (Trade Economics, 2015). For
example, the country spends $615 million on importing wheat, 2.2% of the total import costs, while the private sector alone imported
405,000 tonnes of rice in fiscal year 2014-15 (July to December), up 8% from the around 374,560 tonnes imported in FY 2013-14
(Oryza, 2014). As the population has been increasing and their lifestyle developing, the demand for food for consumption has been
increasing, therefore if local production cannot meet the demand, the import of cereals will rise in the coming years. Figure 2 outlines
total cereal imports.
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Figure 2: Bangladesh Total Cereal Imports, 2009-15
Source: FAO, 2015

Even though the rate of population growth has been decreasing, the population of Bangladesh is still increasing by 2 million every
year, while the amount of agricultural land has been reducing to accommodate more housing, shopping malls, roads, educational
institutions and so on. This has been putting continuous pressure on food production, which is crucial for the country’s development
(MOF, 2014). According to Rana, (2014), the rate of cereal production could be increased through better use of modern technology,
better management of employees, planned irrigation, use of fertiliser and better disease control. If food grain production could be
increased, not only would spending on food imports be reduced, employment in the sector would grow and the surplus agricultural
products could be exported to countries including the Japan, Germany, the UK and the Middle East. For example, in 2014 Bangladesh
finalised a government-to-government deal to export 50,000 tonnes of rice to SriLanka for the first time (Tusher, 2014).

The Bangladeshi agricultural sector therefore offers significant opportunities for graduates returning to the country after their studies.
Starting a business in a particular sector requires a favourable environment so that both existing players and new entrepreneurs can
obtain a sufficient profit to ensure the overall development of the sector (Priestley, 2013). Such an environment would include the
availability of financial support, an existing industry infrastructure, suitable weather, sufficient employees, the availability of raw
materials, provision of insurance, a good health and safety, environment, the potential for growth, a lack of government corruption,
and the availability of support from both governmental and non-governmental agencies. Nevertheless, there is also a significant
number of challenges that any new entrant has to face, and the next sections outline those applicable to the agricultural sector.

3. Irrigation

According to Mondal (2010), the availability of water plays the most significant role in whether an agricultural crop is good or poor.
The irrigation system in Bangladesh has not yet developed to the stage of meeting the growing demand for water delivered to the land
when required, particularly during dry seasons, although a significant amount of the national budget is reserved for irrigation project
development (FAO, 2014). The present irrigation system mainly depends on deep tube well (DTW) technology, but that is
disappearing as farmers prefer to arrange irrigation on an individual basis or through small groups of farmers (FAO, 2015). The FAO
(2015) claims that deep-set shallow tube-wells (DSSTW), very deep-set shallow tube-wells (VDSSTW) and force mode tube-wells
(FMTW) will cover 45% of the irrigated area in Bangladesh by 2025.1f the government can improve irrigation to meet demand;
production in the agriculture sector will be dramatically developed. The private sector is fully dependent on groundwater irrigation
(Mondal, 2010).Although the government has privatised the procurement and distribution of minor irrigation equipment, reduced
import duties and removed restrictions on the standardization of irrigation equipment, the institutional framework of participatory
irrigation management (PIM) in which local stakeholders participate, which commenced in 1995, needs to be strengthened. A huge
amount of money has been reserved in the annual budget for irrigation development, for example BDT 10,192.4 million for Fiscal
Year2011-12, but most projects have yet to materialize due to lack of planning, corruption, adverse environmental conditions and
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political unrest. In contrast, Indonesia has invested a huge amount of money in irrigation systems and the country is commercially
successful in the production of food grains specially rice.

4. Natural Calamities

Bangladesh is well known for natural calamities like tornadoes, floods, earthquakes and droughts, which hit during different seasons:
floods in summer, droughts and cyclones in other seasons like late autumn and spring. In the worst cases a huge amount of crops are
damaged, road and transport systems collapse, houses are destroyed, cattle are washed away and there is a negative impact on
irrigation systems. For example, Cyclone Sidr in 2007 caused damage and losses of BDT 30.3 billion in crops, livestock and fisheries
(DCRMA, 2015). Moreover, climate change has the potential to have a huge negative impact and pose great risks to the achievement
of sustainable development in agricultural businesses. There are estimates that agricultural GDP from 2005 to 2050 will be 3.1%
lower each year as a result of climate change. The coastal area of the country may be under the sea by 2050, and climate change may
itself increase the frequency of natural calamities like droughts, floods and cyclones. Moreover, the rise in temperature creates the
threat that production of different crops will be reduced, for instance production of Boro rice by 55-62% and wheat by 61% by 2050
(Mondal, 2010).

5. Financial Support

The agricultural sector in Bangladesh is mainly dependent on private ownership and most farmers do not have enough funds to invest
in technology to develop other means of boosting crop production. To alleviate this situation, the government has been offering loans
at a lower interest rate, and about BDT 14,1300 million was distributed to farmers as agricultural loans in FY 2012-13. Nevertheless,
most farmers who need loans fail to get them on time because of the difficult conditions that the banks impose (Sharmeen and
Chowdhury, 2013) therefore entrepreneurs are losing interest in investing in the sector. This situation could be reversed by ensuring
the availability of sufficient finance and other support.

6. Insurance

Despite increasing demand for agricultural insurance, no crop insurance has been available in Bangladesh due to the huge financial
losses incurred on traditional agricultural insurance. In 2014, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the government signed an
agreement to invest $2 million in developing innovative crop insurance products that would enable small holder farmers to protect
their potential income against natural disasters (ADB, 2014). If the government can ensure the availability of insurance schemes for
agricultural businesses, it would encourage new investment in the sector (Sarker, 2013).

7. Land

The World Bank (2013) reports that Bangladesh has been losing almost 1% of its arable land each year due to river erosion,
urbanisation or population increase. At the same time, the demand for food grain has been growing. Moreover, the productive land
that is available is often occupied illegally by influential people who have political or administrative power (Mondal, 2010). The
government has prepared a policy to stop this trend, including the building of homes on government-owned unproductive land,
although this is still not enough to ensure high production in the agricultural sector if the amount of land continues to reduce.
Investment in creating more scientific cultivation systems would have the potential to create a revolution in agriculture, because
Bangladesh has many areas where different food grains can be cultivated up to three times in a year.

8. Skilled Workforce

Crop cultivation is highly labour intensive because transplanting seedlings requires many man-hours, as does harvesting (Kabir and
Rainis, 2012). The cultivation of agricultural products also demands many inputs, for example, irrigation and fertiliser, work that is
done by employees. Furthermore, managing and operating the different pieces of equipment used in crop cultivation requires skilled
workers. Therefore, excellent management of workers in this sector is very important. However, most agricultural workers in
Bangladesh are illiterate and there is a lack of motivation, health and safety and security, as well as no set minimum wage (Kabir and
Rainis, 2012). As a result, many people are leaving farming for other industrial sectors, particularly RMG and construction.
Investment in the sector has the potential to contribute to encouraging employment in the sector from the huge number of unemployed
people (5% of the population),which would help to alleviate the problems of individual and national poverty (MOA, 2015). Educated
and experienced people are also required to engage in activities such as marketing or dealing with potential buyers through the
internet, as well as improving crop yields through obtaining accurate information, for example on weather forecasts.

9. Research

Even though the agricultural sector has excellent contribution the Bangladeshi economy investment in agricultural research and
development stands at only 0.20% of GDP (Mondal, 2010), a total of BDT 120.8 million in 2011 (ASTI, 2014). Therefore, the
National Agricultural Research Systems (NARS) has not been functioning well according to contemporary situation and modern
world. Most of the research is conducted at BARI (Bangladesh Agricultural Research Institute) and in agricultural universities. A
well-balanced national agricultural research agenda that effectively addresses country-specific challenges and priorities in terms of
commodities and themes is crucial to future poverty reduction, increased food grain production, food security and economic growth
(ASTI, 2014).
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10. Infrastructure

Other challenges for agricultural businesses in Bangladesh are related to infrastructure. Many farmers do not receive fertiliser and
other raw materials on time due to the poor transport system. Fertiliser distribution on the part of government agencies has also been
mismanaged (Bishwajit et al., 2014). Furthermore, a lack of electricity has a negative impact on private irrigation systems and other
processes (FAO, 2014). Poor marketing systems, a lack of information management and no set prices for agri-based products mean
that many producers or farmers do not get the price they need for their crops, which is a disincentive to investment in the sector. For
example, many farmers in Munshiganj District have ceased cultivation of potatoes because they do not obtain the proper price for their
crops.

11. Research among Bangladeshi Students
A study was conducted to obtain the views of Bangladeshi students in the UK about investing in their home country on their return.
The data for this study were collected from both primary and secondary sources. The primary data were collected through unstructured
interviews using purposive sampling, resulting in the inclusion of 50 Bangladeshi students from various departments at different
universities and colleges in the UK. The interviews were conducted over the phone and facetoface. Secondary data were also collected
from relevant reports, articles, books and newspapers.
The interview questions were as follows:
e Are you interested in starting a business or investing in the agricultural sector in Bangladesh after your graduation? If “not”
please specify why and go to question 3. If “yes” please answer the following questions.

1. What attracts you to starting a business in the agricultural sector in Bangladesh?

2. What are the main challenges instarting and running a business in the agricultural sector in Bangladesh?

3. What are your recommendations to different authorities regarding the agricultural industry in Bangladesh?
Out of the 50 students who participated, 38 replied that they were interested in starting a business and having a career in the
agricultural sector in Bangladesh because of increased demand for food grains there and in other countries. Only 12 students were not
interested in starting a business in this sector because of the challenges and problems highlighted in previous sections.
The students who expressed an interest in starting such a business identified the various kinds of potential that they perceived in this
sector. Overall they demonstrated excellent knowledge of the agricultural industry and the opportunities and challenges it offered. For
instance, some students were aware that the Bangladesh Rice Research Institute (BRRI) has developed rice that is tolerant to salt
(varieties 40, 41 and 47), thus enabling salty land in the southern coastal regions to be cultivated. They also described how adaptation
to climate change could contribute to continuous development in the rice industry, for example by using vernalisation production
systems for rice and other food grains, subjecting plants or seeds to low temperatures to stimulate early growth. Other students
mentioned the importance of quality seed production based on the latest science, like that available in Thailand, China, and India, as
well as developments in seed preservation and processing.
Students from accounting departments explained that investment in agriculture can be highly rewarding and beneficial because the
crop can be sold in the market immediately after harvesting or after only a few months. There was also the possibility of keeping back
crops to obtain a higher price during times of high demand in market. Moreover, they stressed that on land that offered the capability
to produce crops two or three times in a year, there was an excellent opportunity to make a huge amount of profit.
Some students described how the economic growth of Bangladesh has boosted the buying power of local people, which means that
farmers will be more likely to gain a fair price for their crops. Others expressed the opinion that the market for agricultural products
will increase because of economic growth in China, India and Brazil, which are concentrating on different industries than agriculture.
Some students mentioned the lack of competition in the agricultural sector compared to other areas, which made it easier to start a
business. They saw potential in the availability of workers on very low wages, and also given the increase in literacy among villagers
in Bangladesh. They thought that if these workers could be trained and motivated, their performance would improve and the relatively
simple production process would be accelerated, leading to higher production. Overall, they all saw the opportunity of a big market
where the demands for agricultural products will be increased because of population growth, not only in Bangladesh but also in other
countries.
The students who participated in the research also outlined some important challenges that created barriers to their investment in the
sector. The first was corruption among government officials. There are agricultural officers in every district and union area who have a
duty to provide agriculture-based information, support, training, and some free government-supplied raw materials, but many of them
are corrupt, which means that local farmers do not get the support they are due.
The risk of natural disasters, as well as the lack of insurance and government support in such an eventuality, were also highlighted as
drawbacks to financial success in the sector. Other sectors, for example, construction and RMG, coupled with land erosion were seen
to be causing a reduction in arable land, therefore there was the possibility of a reduction in the growth of the agricultural sector.
Climate change was also mentioned as another important challenge for start-up investors; the students were aware that only a 1% rise
in temperature would have a negative impact on the production of rice, wheat and vegetables.
Some students saw it as a challenge that the government has no strong research and development programme for agri-based
production systems and new products to adapt to climate and weather conditions. Indeed, the agricultural sector in Bangladesh still has
not adopted modern technologies and processes, including the internet, especially in rural areas. Some students gave personal
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examples of the impact of poor marketing systems, such as one whose father withdrew from the industry because he was not receiving
a high enough price for his potato crops.

Most of the survey participants were aware that to start a business in any sector requires a huge amount of money, therefore financial
support from the banks and government was seen as necessary. The fact that neither the Bangladeshi government nor local private
banks have any special loans or financial products for agricultural entrepreneurs (graduates) is another challenge.

Infrastructure was highlighted as offering other barriers, such as poor irrigation systems to deal with droughts, or the lack of dam
protection plans to preserve crops against sudden floods. Electricity is the main source of power for DTW irrigation systems, therefore
a lack of electricity may create problems in the production process, particularly since, as students stressed, 30% of the country is
without reliable electricity supplies.

12. Conclusion and Recommendations
Despite the challenges, the agricultural sector offers significant commercial potential for Bangladeshi graduates studying in UK
universities and colleges who want to start a business when they return to their home country. Modern agricultural businesses involve
many more activities than merely tilling the land and harvesting the fruits of one’s labour — knowledge is required of different aspects
of plant farming and animal care, as well as the latest methods of cultivation and processing. New graduates can bring the latest
information and technological skill, as well as awareness of how to manage the large number of staff in this highly labour-intensive
industry. Starting a business with their own capital would also enable them to make a contribution to reducing youth unemployment in
the country.
Combining insights from the literature and recommendations from participants in the survey, the following recommendations can be
outlined:
e It is very important for banks and government-owned financial agencies to make loans and financial support available to
returning students who want start a business in the agricultural sector.
e More broadly, there is an urgent need for government investment in irrigation, which will require strong political
commitment to the formulation of sustainable environmental policies.
e Communication systems, including road and water transportation, must be developed,
e The electricity supply must be made more stable.
e The government should increase investment in research institutes to encourage the development of hybrid varieties of rice,
vegetables and other crops that are better adapted to climate change.
o Health and safety regulations must be developed in relation to the agricultural sector.
e Local agricultural officers should be trained alongside experienced officers to provide better support to both entrepreneurs
and workers in areas such as the production process and preservation and processing of crops.
Overall, the study has established that if the government and NGOs in Bangladesh are able to alleviate the challenges in the sector, it
will encourage entrepreneurs and graduates, especially returning Bangladeshi graduates from the UK and other countries, to invest
here, leading to the necessary improvements in food production for the greater development of the country. In this respect, the
government should take the initiative and make prompt decisions so that students who are planning to start a business or invest in
Bangladesh are able to identify the agricultural sector as a lucrative choice.
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