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INTRODUCTION 

The Chittagong Hill Tracts, located in southeast Bangladesh, bordering both India and Myanmar, are 
geographically and topographically very distinct, the expansive range of hills and valleys forming an 
entirely different terrain to the typical flat, deltaic plains of Bangladesh. The area is home to a 
diverse minority population, differing from the rest of the country in languages and ethnicity, 
religion and culture, livelihoods and economy. A long history of conflict and political unrest, 
combined with the logistical isolation of the area, has resulted in weak integration with the 
mainstream developmental trends of most parts of Bangladesh. Significant challenges remain in 
ensuring food security, and increasing household incomes and access to markets. Growth of 
economic opportunities remains limited, with little scope for most people to move beyond the 
traditional and subsistence forms of agriculture that are typical in the area. The areas of education 
and health, human rights and violence against women also show a serious lack of progress. 

The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) in Bangladesh seeks to gain a deeper 
understanding of socioeconomic dynamics in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. The objective of this 
research is to establish a baseline assessment of annual livelihood patterns in the swidden or jhum 
agricultural communities of the hill tract region, including a detailed description of household 
economies disaggregated by wealth class. The results of this baseline analysis are intended to inform 
programme design and to facilitate the process of developing solutions that are both responsive to 
the needs of the poor and in alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals, in particular the 
second goal of “zero hunger”. 

There is no shortage of literature available on issues of poverty in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. The 
contribution that this research aims to make, is to supplement and complement other work that has 
been done, by providing insights into variations in food security and access to economic 
opportunities, as determined by a household’s asset profile and wealth class. 

The issues of poverty in the Chittagong Hill Tracts are complex and deep-rooted. It is unfortunate, 
therefore, to observe in some of the existing literature the tendency to attribute the lack of 
development to the difficult terrain and geographical isolation of the hill tract area. These areas are 
indeed hllly, with a lot of rivers and in the farthest corner of the country. However, these hills are 
exactly that, hills, dwarfed in comparison to the mountains of other countries in the region. More 
functional roads have been built in the mountains of Sikkim, Nepal and even in Afghanistan than is 
the case for the remoter areas of the hill tracts. The rivers of the area are minor in comparison to the 
mighty rivers that flow through the central part of the country, which have been bridged successfully 
to serve the majority population. The farthest corner of the country need hardly be a challenge in a 
country the size of Bangladesh.  

Suffice to say that with sufficient will and meaningful intent on the part of the central and regional 
government of Bangladesh, such challenges could have seen far more progress that what is currently 
observable in 2017. It is likely that reports such as this one will continue to draw similar conclusions 
on food security and other matters until there is a meaningful change in will and intent. 
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METHODOLOGY 

This baseline research was conducted using a methodology known as Household Economy Analysis 
(HEA). HEA is a livelihoods-based analysis framework that provides quantified results and qualitative 
detail related to household sources of food, cash income and expenditure patterns. Participatory 
methods are used to develop an analysis of a twelve month period, with all data disaggregated by 
several wealth categories. Based upon an understanding of baseline livelihoods it is then possible to 
know the ways in which households react and respond to constraints and changes in their economy 
and environment, as well as how they can better take up new opportunities. Results from HEA 
research can be used to inform programme development, guide humanitarian assistance and 
influence policy-making, with a validity of at least five years, up to ten years. 

The first step in the sampling process was the delineation and definition of the livelihood zone, being 
the area in which there are commonalities and similarities in overall livelihood production. This is 
done to ensure comparability of data. There is a detailed description of the zone in section one of 
this report. Villages were selected through discussions with WFP staff and local partners in the area, 
based on their representivity and typicality of the area of interest. They included the locations listed 
below.  

Dhupshil Bilaichari Upazila, Rangamati District 

Moddho Para Bilaichari Upazila, Rangamati District 

Augbari Guimara Upazila, Khagrachhari District 

Basatlang Ruma Upazila, Bandarban District 

Artha Para  Ruma Upazila, Bandarban District 

Menron Para Ruma Upazila, Bandarban District 

Fainong Para Ruma Upazila, Bandarban District 

Noktoha Para Thanchi Upazila, Bandarban District 

Mekoha Para Thanchi Upazila, Bandarban District 

Hoiton Khumi Para Thanchi Upazila, Bandarban District 

 

In each village both formal and informal leaders were requested to participate in a focus group 
discussion to discuss the context and livelihood systems within the village. Matters of asset 
ownership, wealth determinants, seasonality, production levels and commodity prices were 
discussed in a systematic way in every location. One of the functions of this interview was the 
formulation of four additional focus groups, representative of four different wealth groups; very 
poor, poor, middle and better off ranked households. Each of these wealth group discussions had 
four to six purposively-selected men and women each from different households. In each of these 
wealth group discussions a systematic investigation of food, cash income and expenditure was 
completed. Fixed questionnaires were not used for this research, rather a semi-structured approach 
to interviewing with responses recorded on a data capture form and entered into an Excel database.  

Internal interview cross-checks are a key feature of the HEA methodology where cash income and 
expenditure need to balance at the time of the interview, while food calories must come to a total 
considered reasonably close to the annual calorific requirements of the household (using the 
international standard of 2,100 kilocalories per person per day as the reference point). Additional 
cross-checks made at the time of interview are made across the four interviews, as well as between 
these interviews and the village leader interviews completed the previous day. Discrepancies in 
production levels, prices, events, etc were investigated and explained at the time of interview. At 
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least 250 people were interviewed in the fifty focus groups (10 meetings with leaders and 40 
meetings with wealth group representatives) in the ten villages.  

An HEA methods and theory training was conducted in Dhaka from January 15 to 19, 2017. It was 
attended by the researchers who are from the hill tracts area, as well as participants from various 
NGOs. Fieldwork took place between 22 January and 8 February, 2017. 

An intrinsic weakness of the HEA methodology is that it tends to miss the aspects of the livelihood 
system that are present for a few individuals but not typical for the majority. For example, if in a 
particular village only a few households of the households considered very poor cut and sell 
bamboo, the data will indicate that bamboo sales are not a typical livelihood activity for this wealth 
group in that location. In an effort to capture what is the most normal and typical for a majority of 
the households in a wealth group, some outlier information can appear to be missing. This report 
attempts to capture some of these “missing elements” in a narrative form. 

Further information on HEA is available at foodeconomy.com 
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LANDSCAPE AND LIVELIHOOD ZONE DESCRIPTION 

Chittagong Hill Tracts is located in Chittagong Division, the largest 
of Bangladesh’s eight divisions. Of the eleven districts within the 
division, only three districts are relevant to the area of study1 - 
Khagrachhari, Rangamati and Bandarban (indicated in purple). 
These three districts adjoin the Indian states of Tripura to the 
north, Mizoram to the east, and the Myanmar states of Rakhine 
and Chin to the southeast. The hill tracts represents just under 
one-tenth of the total land area of Bangladesh.  

The hill tracts are typified by long north-south running ranges of 
hills and valleys, and a very intricate network of rivers and 
streams. Although most of the indigenous forest was cleared long 
ago for cultivation, the hills still retain extensive coverage of sub-
tropical evergreen and deciduous forest mixed with bamboo. The 
agro-ecological classification of the landscape is “high hill ranges”, 
with variation from steep slopes and scarps to rounded low hills 
and undulating hills in some parts. Average elevation is a few 
hundred metres, ranging from 50 metres above mean sea level in 
the valley floors up to around 1,000 meters for the highest of the 
hills, including Bangladesh’s highest peak Saka Haphong. Soils in 
the elevated areas are moderately to strongly acidic, highly 
leached and have a low natural fertility. Soils are well drained and 
moisture retention capacity is low. Sandstone and siltstone are 
typical in the area. The climate of the area is dominated heavily by 
the tropical monsoon. Kaptai Lake, created by the damming of the 
Karnaphuli river, is located within the district of Rangamati. Two 
small lakes are located in Bandarban district, both of them natural.  

The particular area of interest for this research is actually a specific 
“sub zone” within the general Chittagong Hill Tracts area. 
Communities living in remote, higher elevation villages face 
significantly greater logistical and livelihoods challenges than those 
villages and towns located at lower elevations. They remain 
economically poorer, less educated, and under-serviced than 
almost all other parts of Bangladesh. Access to these higher 
elevation villages remains restricted to 4WD vehicle, and in some 
cases only foot travel. It is this sub-zone in particular, herein 
referred to as the “Higher Elevation Hill Tract Zone” or “zone” for short, that is the focus of this 
research. Defined by elevation and remoteness, it is a non-contiguous series of patches located 
across the general Chittagong Hill Tracts area.  

                                                           
1 The other eight districts of the division are mostly low elevation plain land. 
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The following image from Google Earth (north facing down) has the Bay of Bengal in blue, shows the 
Kaptai lake, India to the left, and Myanmar further south (also on the left). 

 

The following image of the Bandarban area highlights the general terrain and cultivation patterns. 
Myanmar and India can be seen beyond the yellow border to the upper right. 
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District and subdistrict towns are all located at lower elevations, linked with the primary road 
network within the greater hill tracts area. The town of Thanchi upazila in Bandarban district, for 
example, has an elevation of only 50m above sea level. The lower elevation settlements have a 
distinctly different social composition. Not only are they are larger in terms of population size than 
the remoter villages, but they are ethnically more mixed. The higher population base, as well as the 
improved access and links, means that lower elevation areas are socioeconomically better off, with 
better functioning markets and higher volumes of trade than in remote areas. Lower elevation, 
better connected villages and towns were not sampled for this research, and are not the main 
interest of the strategic direction of the World Food Programme. This includes the villages around 
Kaptai Lake which are by definition at low elevation, have reasonably good access to market towns, 
as well as the fishing and horticultural opportunities associated with the lake. 

 

PRODUCTION – JHUM AGRICULTURE  

The primary form of production in the general hill tracts area is non-intensive, rainfed agriculture, 
with mixed cropping and intercropping methods being highly typical. This is also the case for the 
sub-zone of interest to this research. Seeds are often mixed and placed into the same planting 
station, with the area of cultivation being quoted by farmers in seed volume ( ari ) rather than in 
area units such as acre or bigha. Most households in the Higher Elevation Hill Tract Zone produce a 
combination of food and cash crops, with rice being the dietary staple of the population. Consistent 
with the hilly and forested terrain, the main method of agriculture is shifting, swidden agriculture 
which requires regular clearing and burning of land. The local term for this is jhum. Historically (at 
least in recent terms), land for cultivation was rotated in three-year cycles because a hill once 
cultivated could not be used again before two years had passed. In the more distant past, with a 
smaller population, the rotation period was far longer. However, with state-mandated acquisition of 
land in the hill tracts area, the in-migration trends by Bengali settlers and recent conversions of jhum 
land into orchards or wood plantations, the availability of empty and unused hills has steadily 
declined. The resultant restriction on shifting agriculture has meant that hills are cultivated in 
consecutive years with a consequential downward trend in productivity, productivity which was 
never high to begin with. 

Multiple local varieties of long duration2, open pollinating, upland rice are cultivated. Varieties 
typical in other parts of Bangladesh such as boro, aman and aush are not cultivated, as there is no 
paddy cultivation in the zone. As a net food deficit area, rice is grown strictly for consumption 
purposes and not sold by local farmers in markets. Numerous other annual crops are also produced 
in the zone including pulses, maize, seasonal vegetables, gourds, leafy greens, sesame, chilli, ginger, 
turmeric and cotton. Tree crops are common, with fruit trees including mango, jackfruit, papaya, 
banana, litchi, plums, coconut, grapefruit, tamarind, cashew (in some areas only), jaggery and 
pineapple, as well as timber plantations of teak, beechwood and other varieties. The most important 
crops for generation of household income in the zone are ginger, turmeric, sesame, banana, papaya, 
mango, chilli and teak. It should be noted that there is regional variation within the zone. For 
example, sesame appears to be more typical in Bandarban than in the other districts. Also, some 
crops are present in the Chittagong Hill Tracts generally, such as cashew, rubber and mustard, but 
less typically in the Higher Elevation Hill Tract Zone. 

A rough breakdown of labour input requirements for one acre of cultivation (mixed cropping) are 
presented below.  

• Land clearing and burning – around 16 mandays, typically done by the owner farmer without 
assistance of paid labour as timing is not critical at this stage 

                                                           
2 140-150 days 
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• Planting – around 20 mandays, better off huseholds often pay labourers from poorer households 
at 250 taka per day  

• Weeding – around 2 mandays at 250 taka per day 

• Fertiliser, pesticide – less than one day per acre, usually done by the owner farmer 

• Harvesting - around 5 mandays at 250 taka for paddy, other crops are harvested by owner 
farmers, except ginger and turmeric which is around 6 mandays paid at 250 taka per day  

• Threshing and drying – around 2 mandays at 250 

Fertiliser is applied in a broadcast manner on fields which are intercropped with multiple varieties so 
it is not feasible to calculate input costs for specific crops. Rice seed is preserved from year to year 
and stored within the home. Seeds for other crops are also kept from previous harvests. Post harvest 
conversion of paddy to rice is around 65% - 40kg becomes 26kg rice. Chilli is most often harvested 
and sold green. Prices per kilogram for chilli vary across the zone due to variations in varieties 
cultivated, with the spicier chilli of Rangamati and Khagrachhari fetching a higher price. Better off 
households get a higher price for ginger than other households as they are in a position to purchase 
the full requirement of inputs, resulting in better quality product, as well as being able to hold onto 
produce for a while until prices become more favourable. Bananas are typically sold by poorer 
households in advance of actual harvest, meaning they are earning lower per unit prices than better 
off households. Additionaly, because they take small volumes of produce to market with an 
expectation to sell on the same day, sale prices can be sub-optimal if trade is slow.  

Erosion and land degradation are significant problems in the hill tracts, a result of the combination 
of the steep topography, heavy monsoon rains and the recent pattern of short-cycle, slash and burn 
agricultural methods that do not allow sufficient fallow period (a consequence of increasing 
population in the area). Farmers report a general trend towards declining production levels and per 
acre productivity, for all crop types. Without access to detailed production data it is not possible to 
know the degree of decline. This decline is most likely one of the driving forces in the trend of 
increasing cultivation of plantations and orchards (mango, teak, etc).  

Livestock rearing is mostly a supplementary activity to cropping. Pigs and poultry are raised in a non-
intensive manner, relying on scavenging and crop residues such as rice husks for feeding. Purchase 
of fodder and other inputs including drugs is not typical. The nature of the topography and natural 
vegetation in the sub-zone is not conducive to rearing of cattle, goats and sheep. 
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SEASONALITY  

 

Season  Grishmo Barsha Shorot Hemonto Sheet Boshonto 

Bangla Month  Baishakh Jaishto Ashar Srabon Vadro Ashin Kartik Agrahan Pous Mag Falgun Chittro 

English Month  Ap May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar A 

Monsoon                          

                              
Jhum Rice 

 

                         

                          
Turmeric                          

Ginger                          

Sesame                          

 Chilli                          

Maize                          

Pumpkin                          

Okra                          

Cowpea                          

Cucumber                          

Eggplant                          

Leaf vegetables                           

                          
New banana trees                          

Established banana                          

Papaya                          

New pineapple                          

Establ. pineapple                          

Coconut                          

Orange                          

Grapefruit                          

Mango                          

Jackfruit                          

                          
Bamboo shoot                          

Banana flower                          

Wild potato                          

River fish, snails etc                          

                          
Bangla Month  Baishakh Jaishto Ashar Srabon Vadro Ashin Kartik Agrahan Pous Mag Falgun Chittro 

              

                          

     
Plant 

  
Growth 

  
Harvest 

  Slash, dry, 
burn 

   

              

                          

 

November to March is the dry and cool season, followed by the pre-monsoon build up season April 
to May which is hot, humid but without precipitation, and finally the monsoon season which starts in 
June and finishes in October. The mean annual rainfall ranges from around 2,500 millimetres in the 
northern end of the hill tracts and 3,500+ milimetres in the southern area. 

 

The monthly work profile for the zone is roughly as follows. 

January / Feburary vegetation is cut and cleared, left for drying 

March drying period for cut vegetation, followed by burning period  

April (to early May) planting period for all annual crops 

May / June / July weeding and pesticide (for worms, flying insects, etc), also top 
dressing fertilizer (urea) is broadcast 
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August (mid month) and 
September 

harvesting of paddy, most vegetables, maize, pulses, chilli 

October post harvest processing of above crops – drying period (see image 
below) 

November harvesting of cotton, sesame 

December / January harvest of turmeric and ginger 
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SOCIOECONOMIC DESCRIPTION  

Despite having around ten percent of the land mass of Bangladesh, the Chittagong Hill Tracts has 
only around one percent of the nation’s population, with the lowest population density of the 
country. The 2011 census survey estimates the number of inhabitants at just over 1.5 million, an 
increase of 50% in the twenty years since the 1991 census.  

Historically, the area was settled by people of at least eleven ethnicities and languages. Often 
referred to in other literature as indigenous, jummas, adivasi, ethnic or tribal, they are all ethnically 
and linguistically non-Bengali. Although broadly sharing many similar characteristics of culture, 
custom and belief, these peoples are by no means a single entity. They are divided into separate 
kingdoms, have different socio-political structures, different origins and histories, and different 
world views. Not only are their languages not mutually intelligible, they do not belong to the same 
language family, as can be seen in the list below3.  

LANGUAGE LANGUAGE FAMILY 

Chakma Indo-European  

Tanchangya Indo-European  

Marma Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan) 

Tripura Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan) 

Bawm (Bangoji) Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan) 

Chak Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan) 

Pankho Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan) 

Mru (Mrung) Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan) 

Khumi Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan) 

Lushai (formally known as Mizo) Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan) 

Kheyang Tibeto-Burman (Sino-Tibetan) 

 

Villages in the Higher Elevation Hill Tracts Zone tend to have a single ethnic/language composition, 
for example, a village will be a Chakma village, or a Marma village. However, in a relatively short 
distance, there can be several villages each with a different ethnic composition. These higher 
elevation villages tend to be very small, with 50 households being typical. Marriage is generally 
preferred outside the village, but within the same ethnic and language group. As mentioned in the 
landscape description above, the social dynamic in lower elevation areas of the hill tracts is very 
different. Not only is the population higher, but people of different languages and ethnicities live in a 
single settlement. Ethnic Bengalis have settled mostly in lower elevation areas. Decades of in-
migration by ethnic Bengalis has seen a demographic shift to a point that the most recent settlers 
are the new majority in the broader hill tracts area. 

In most villages visited in the Higher Elevation Hill Tract Zone, community leaders described four 
different wealth groups – the very poor, poor, middle and better off. The table below summarises 
the key productive assets that determine wealth. The percentages in the table indicate the 
proportion of the total population in a village that falls within a certain wealth group. The range 26-
42% for the very poor means that in some villages the very poor will be around 26% of the 
population, as high as 42% in other villages, but mostly between those two figures. The ranges for 
the poor are 23-38%, 18-33% for the middle and 12-19% for the better off. In general, the pattern is 

                                                           
3 The Bengali language itself is a member of the Indo-European language family. 
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that the more remote a village, the higher the proportion of poor and very poor households. It is 
important to note that the terms “poor” and “very poor” are relative, defined by community leaders 
themselves and do not directly correlate with national terms such as “ultra poor”, “hardcore poor”, 
“silent poor”, nor with international definitions of poverty. It is important to note that 
notwithstanding the development challenges mentioned in the introduction of this report, 
individuals, households and communities in these remote villages display evidence of non-financial 
capacity and resilience that are anything but poor. This includes reciprocal arrangements such as 
seed and labour sharing between households of different wealth groups, temporary borrowing of 
money and food, and highly connected social networks both within and beyond the village.  

Land control and tenure is a highly complex matter in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. Legal ownership of 
land does not technically exist, rather, land is apportioned for temporary use based on previously 
demonstrated capacity (financial and manpower) to successfully cultivate and generate capital. 
These land distribution decisions are made by village leaders called karbaris. At a higher level, the 
king of each of the three districts apportions land to the headmen of a mouza4, a collection of 
several villages following customary tradition. These headmen, in turn, allocate land to the karbari of 
each village, who in turn decides which households will cultivate which hills, and how much they will 
cultivate. Households are said to approach the karbari prior to the cultivation season with a request 
for a specific size of land, with the decision being based upon the economic capacity of the 
household. Farmers estimate size of land cultivated by the number of ari5 of paddy seed used for 
cultivation. This does not directly correspond to a particular land size as every piece of land 
cultivated has a different gradient, soil fertility, and therefore a different planting density. The 
numbers of acres presented in the table are approximate estimates.  

Land size cultivated increases with wealth group, and is the only tangible determinant of wealth. 
Although not stated explicitily, it is likely that variations in political and social capital affect this 
decision-making process. This is not possible to quantify of course, but should be remembered whilst 
using the table presented below. Reports of land asset movement from poorer to better off 
households is likely to refer to better off households from outside the village, gaining access to land 
in the area of a particular village, where they are authorised to convert the forest to perennial 
plantations of timber and fruit trees.  

 

  

                                                           
4 These are not the same as the official Government of Bangladesh system of wards and unions. The headman of a mouza 
is appointed by the District Commissioner, an official of the government. 
5 One ari is equal to 10 kilograms of paddy seed 
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ASSET PROFILES  BY WEALTH GROUP  

 

 Proportion of 
the village 

Land cultivated 

with annual 
crops 

Land cultivated 

with timber 
plantation 

Trees Household size 

Very 
Poor 

~34% 

(26-42%) 
1 – 1.5 acre 0 Mix Fruit 5 – 7 

Poor 
~29% 

(23-38%) 
1 – 2 acre 0 Mix Fruit 5 – 6 

Middle 
~23% 

(18-33%) 
2 – 3 acres 0 Mix Fruit 4 – 5 

Better 
Off 

~14% 

(12-19%) 
2.5 – 5 acres 0.5 – 1.5 acres 

Mix Fruit 
+ Teak etc 

4 – 5 

 

 

The types of annual crops grown varies slightly by wealth group and is also a determinant and 
indicator of wealth. For example, maize, cowpeas and sweet potatoes tend to be grown more by 
poorer households than the middle and better off, although not exclusively so. Ginger and chilli are 
not typically cultivated by the very poor. Plantations of timber trees are only cultivated by the better 
off. The decision as to which crop to cultivate is a balance between profitability and risk level of the 
crop. Ginger, for example, is highly responsive to inputs such as fertiliser and pesticides, but for the 
same reasons is vulnerable to pests and insufficient use of inputs. This means households with cash 
are in a position to purchase the required inputs and cultivate and take the investment risk, while 
poorer households cannot. Turmeric, on the other hand, is important as a cash crop to all wealth 
groups as its input requirements are lower than for ginger, as well as it being a lower risk crop in 
terms of vulnerability to pests.  

Ownership of pigs is less of a determinant of wealth than might be expected. This possibly relates to 
the supplementary nature of livestock rearing in the zone, as well as the fact that intensive rearing is 
not particularly feasible. Broadly speaking the number of adult female pigs increases by wealth 
group, but variations are neither significant nor are there always clear patterns. The very poor 
typically own one breeding female, the poor two, and middle and better off households have three. 
Small numbers of chickens are kept by all households.  

Household size progressively declines by wealth group, i.e. the poorest have the largest households 
and the middle and better off the smallest. Non-productive assets such as mobile phones and small 
solar panels are typical throughout the zone, irrespective of wealth group. Solar panels are 
purchased on credit from nearby towns.  

Small numbers of refugees from Myanmar are present in the Chittagong Hill Tracts, however, they 
reside in the lower elevation, more populous locations. None were resident in any of the villages 
visited in the remote, high elevation parts of the hill tracts.  

 

MARKETS AND TRADE 
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According to agricultural extension officers in Rangamati, the Chittagong Hill Tracts is a net importer 
of rice. The same is true for the Higher Elevation Hill Tracts Zone. Extensive interviews with farmers 
and village leaders in all three districts confirms this. Rice, potatoes, lentils, fresh and dried fish, 
meat and oil are imported from other regions. Ginger, turmeric and chilli, bananas, papayas, 
jackfruits, mangoes and teak are traded both outside the zone and outside the general Chittagong 
Hill Tracts area.  

Similar to the rest of Bangladesh, there are small, daily markets called bazaar within the catchment 
area of a cluster of villages. Formal markets called haats take place once or twice a week. These are 
typically for trading in larger volumes where wholesalers will buy produce for exporting outside the 
area. 

Road infrastructure is poor across the zone. Roads connecting upazilas to unions are partly asphalt, 
partly gravel while roads connecting unions to villages are unsealed roads that cut through the 
mountains. These are not useable for 4 or so months of the rainy season, with movement being 
limited to foot travel only. Not all villages are accessible by road. Due to poor connectivity, transport 
costs are factored into market prices. Farmers receive higher prices if they cover transport costs and 
responsibilities themselves, lower prices if they require traders or middlemen to buy their produce 
directly from the villages.  

Access to credit such as microfinance is rare due to a non-willingness on the part of microfinance 
institutions to disburse loans and collect weekly repayments in the challenging logistical 
environment.  
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HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON LIVELIHOODS IN THE HILL TRACTS 

A study done in 1965, titled Reconnaissance Soil and Land Use Survey, Chittagong Hill Tracts by the 
Soil Resources Development Institute, Ministry of Agriculture6 provides a very useful and interesting 
historical perspective to the livelihoods of the hill tracts area. Of particular note are the following 
from Section F: Agricultural Economics (p 133): 

• “Incomes are so low that neither savings nor investment can take place on any significant 
scale within the agricultural industry, thus restraining growth within the sector. 

• The level of dependence on own-farm production is extremely high. 

• In all the main types of agriculture, the labour force is underemployed for the greater part of 
the year. Virtually no off-farm employment opportunities are available. 

• The use of the land is extensive, rather than intensive, and farmers are not making the most 
effective use of the land available to them. 

• Yields per acre, output per worker, and volume of business are low. This has, in turn, 
discouraged the development of processing industries.” 

The conclusions of this recent research in 2017 are very much in alignment with those described 
above. The 1965 study goes on to say that the problems most commonly mentioned by farmers 
include: “inadequate assistance….in the form of fertiliser, seedlings and extension advice, difficulties 
of access to market centres, and inadequacies in credit and marketing arrangements.” Again, it is 
difficult to conclude anything other than this fifty years on.  

A 2007 report titled Land Management Practices in the Chittagong Hill Tracts and Sustainable 
Alternatives also provides some interesting background and perspectives. The report is available at     

http://library.wur.nl/isric/fulltext/isricu_i26964_001.pdf 

 

  

                                                           
6 http://library.wur.nl/WebQuery/file/isric/fulltext/isricu_i27214_001.pdf 

http://library.wur.nl/isric/fulltext/isricu_i26964_001.pdf
http://library.wur.nl/WebQuery/file/isric/fulltext/isricu_i27214_001.pdf
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This section comprises the main livelihood findings of this research. All findings correspond to the 
365 day period August 01, 2015 to July 31, 2016, herein referred to as the baseline reference year. 
August corresponds to the harvest of rice and many other crops, and the start of the “consumption 
year” for households. When a figure is presented, for example amount of rice purchased, or income 
earned from agricultural labour, it means the actual amount that was spent or earned by households 
of that wealth group in the reference year. The section is divided into three main parts; sources of 
food, sources and amounts of cash income, and expenditure patterns. All findings are disaggregated 
by wealth group. 

The baseline reference year represents a very typical production year according to the interviews 
with farmers. Not only were there no significant shocks in the baseline year, but there were no 
significant shocks in any of the previous years. Production levels are stable year on year, although 
with some downward decline related to productivity declines. Variations in production in other years 
occur, with individual crops up to 25% higher or lower than that recorded in the baseline year. These 
relate to fluctuations in rainfall, wind, wild animals, and pests. However, in a year when ginger 
declines in production, for example, other crops are higher, therefore compensating and balancing. 

 

SOURCES OF FOOD DISAGGREGATED BY WEALTH GROUP 

For this research all foods consumed were converted to kilocalorie terms and expressed as a 
percentage of annual household kilocalorie needs. Annual calorie needs are based on the 
internationally accepted standard of 2100 kilocalories per person per day and multiplied by the 
average household size per wealth group.  

For example, a typical very poor household in this zone has 6 members, annually requiring 4,599,000 
kilocalories (365 days x 2,100 kcals pppd x 6 members). They harvested 275kg of rice, kept the 
equivalent of 30kg as seed (around 45kg paddy) for the following year, consumed the remaining 
245kg with each kilogram of rice providing 3,540 kcals, for a total of 867,300 kcals. This means that 
cultivated rice contributes roughly 19% to the annual household kilocalorie needs. 

It should be noted that the HEA methodology is not a nutritional survey. Dietary needs are broader 
than calorie needs, however, calories are used as a proxy indicator of access to and consumption of 
foods.  

The crops categories in the graph below refer to own food production by households. In addition to 
jhum rice, maize, pulses including cowpeas, sweet potatoes, vegetables and fruit are also being 
produced and consumed. The most commonly produced vegetable across all wealth groups was 
pumpkins and gourds, as well as eggplants, cucumbers and minor amounts of other vegetables. 
Market purchases contributed significantly to total annual calorie needs. The category “purchase – 
proteins, fats” includes fresh and dried fish, fish paste, meat (mostly pork and chicken), eggs, lentils 
and beans, and cooking oil. The category “purchase - other foods” includes potatoes, vegetables, 
fruits and sugar.  
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SOURCES OF FOOD BY WEALTH GROUP  

 

 

Very poor households failed to meet their annual calorific requirements, reaching only around 94% 
in the baseline reference year. The 19% of annual calories from cultivated rice that they produced 
corresponds to around 275kg (approximately 425kg of paddy, adjusted for milling losses at 35% and 
seed requirements). Calories from other crops contributed around 6% which was mostly maize, 
cowpeas and fruits including bananas, although all in very minor amounts as reflected by the low 
percentage. These households relied extensively on purchases as their primary source of food. A 
typical household in this wealth group purchased 15-20kgs of rice, once a week, for nine months of 
the year, contributing around 57% of calorie needs. These purchases were made by both men and 
women, who use baskets to carry these volumes of rice and other commodities up into the hills. As 
can be seen from the graph, contribution of calories coming from protein and fat sources, which are 
mostly purchased, were very low at around 6%. To reach an annual contribution of 6%, a typical 
monthly purchase would roughly include - 0.5 kg of lentils, 2-2.5kg of fresh fish, 1kg of dried fish,1kg 
of pork, one broiler chicken, a handful of eggs and 1.5 litres of cooking oil. An additional 2% of 
annual calories was from purchase of other foods such as vegetables and sugar. This typically 
included 6-7 kg of potatoes per month, around 2kg of sugar, and just over 1kg of vegetables per 
week. Seasonal wild foods, including bamboo shoots, various leafy greens, wild potatoes, insects, 
fish and river crustaceans contributed around 2% of annual calories.  

The inability of very poor households to meet their annual calorie needs in general, and specifically 
the lack of protein and fat indicated by a 6% contribution, is likely to be correlated with the high 
level of stunting and undernutrition that is reported in the hill tract area. However, only a specific 
nutritional analysis would be able to confirm this.  

 

Both sources and amounts of foods consumed for poor households were very similar to the very 
poor. In reality, there is not much difference between these two wealth groups. Production of rice 
was slightly higher, while purchase of rice a bit lower. The slight difference in percentage in the 
various sources meant that these households categorised as “poor” did meet 100% of their annual 
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 Very Poor Poor Middle Better Off

crops - rice 19% 25% 42% 68%

crops - other 6% 7% 6% 5%

livestock - meat 0% 0% 0% 0.4%

purchase - rice 57% 53% 42% 14%

purchase - proteins, fats 6% 7% 10% 16%

purchase - other foods 2% 2% 4% 6%

wild foods 2% 2% 2% 3%

school biscuits 2% 3% 3% 2%
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calorie needs. Their household size also tends to be slightly lower than the very poor which is also 
likely to be a factor.  

Households from the middle wealth group produced almost 50% of their annual calorie needs. They 
harvested around 520kg of rice, contributing approximately 42% of their needs, with an additional 
6% from other foods that they produced. They purchased an equivalent amount of rice as the 
amount they produced, meaning they bought rice for six months. The more nutritious and desirable 
protein and fat foods were purchased in higher amounts than was the case for both poorer wealth 
groups, contributing around 10%.  

Consistent with land distribution patterns, better off households had the highest contribution of 
calories from their own crops. Just under three-quarters of their annual food needs was from their 
own fields and gardens. They typically purchased rice for the last two months of the baseline 
reference year. Consumption of the more nutritious protein and fat foods was also higher for this 
group. They typically purchased around 3kg of pork per month, two broiler chickens, 15-20 eggs, 
some goat meat occasionaly, 1kg of lentils, 4kg of fish, 2kg of dried fish, and around 3 litres of 
cooking oil. The cost of purchasing this amount of protein and fat foods, as is shown in the 
expenditure section below, is just under 40,000 taka per year, which is roughly equivalent to 50% of 
the annual income of very poor and poor households. This was supplemented by purchase of other 
foods such as 1-2 kg of potatoes per week, 2-3 kg of sugar per month, 1kg of vegetables every two to 
three days for 9 months (when their own production had finished), as well as one or two kg of fruit 
per month to supplement their own produced fruit.  

Wild foods were also consumed by better off households in amounts similar to other households. 
This was the only wealth group to earn small amounts of calories from meat that they produce 
themselves, around 0.5% from pork (10kg). In reality, the other wealth groups are likely to also 
consume some eggs and chicken meat that they produce themselves but the amounts are so minor 
and occasional that no particular patterns were observable. In addition, there is also likely to be 
some reciprocal sharing of food such as pork at ceremonies which would more often be contributed 
by the better off. However, amounts are very minor.  

Fortified WFP biscuits received by school-going children from all wealth groups contributed between 
2-3% of annual calorie needs. 
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SOURCES OF CASH INCOME DISAGGREGATED BY WEALTH 

The graphs in this section present total income in absolute terms as Bangladesh taka, as well as in 
proportional terms as percentage of the total. Data refers to the same baseline reference year and is 
disaggregated by wealth group. The taka to US dollar rate at the time of research was around 78 to 
79 per USD.  

 

ANNUAL CASH INCOMES (Absolute value, taka) 

 

 

ANNUAL CASH INCOMES (Expressed as a percentage of total) 
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Options to generate financial capital are very limited, both within the zone and in the lower 
elevation areas nearby. This results in fewer sources of household cash income compared with other 
areas of Bangladesh. It is rare for example, for better off households to only have two income 
sources. Also rare, that they would not be benefitting from remittances. The lack of cash flow in the 
village and spending power at the household level means that even a majority of the better off don’t 
typically run small businesses. 

Patterns that emerge from the cash income data reveal that crop sales and casual labour are both 
related to land distribution patterns. Crop sales correspond with land accessibility, increasing with 
wealth group, while casual labour has an inverse relationship with land and decreases progressively 
with wealth.  

Very poor households were predominantly 
reliant on labour for income, earning them 
approximately 60,000 taka for the year. Sales of 
cash crops were the second most important 
source of income, mostly from the sale of 
bananas and turmeric, and to a lesser extent 
ginger, chilli, vegetables, palm sugar and 
sesame. Livestock sales were limited to 
occasional sale of a couple of chickens. 

Cash income patterns were relatively similar for poor households. The only significant difference was 
the amounts earned from cash crops, which were around 50% more than the very poor, in particular 
turmeric, ginger and chilli which were all sold in larger volumes. Incomes from casual labour were 
similar. 

The casual labour described above was done both within the village and other villages at high 
elevation, as well as in the lower elevation areas that are located within relatively close proximity. 
Both men and women do labouring work, often both adult male and female from a household (i.e. 
mother and father) will work. The men tend to do more days per month than women. Daily wages 
are generally around 20% lower for women, approximately 200 taka per day compared with 250 
taka per day for men (prices range up and down depending on the task, demand for labour, etc). 
About two-thirds of the cash income from labour is earned in the pre-harvest phase, and the 
remaining in the harvest and post-harvest processing.  

The balance between labour as an income source and crop sales shifts in favour of crop sales for the 
middle wealth group. They also do casual labour, earning around half of the amount earned by the 
poorer households. This itself is a somewhat unique characteristic of the zone that probably 
differentiates it from most parts of Bangladesh where the “middle” households would not normally 
need to do casual labour. It was not typical for an adult female from these households to work. 
Conversely, crop sales were more than double the amount earned from crops by the poor and triple 
the amount earned by the very poor. Most of this was due to larger volumes of production and sales 
of banana, turmeric and ginger. Sale of other fruits was typical for these households also, consistent 
with the pattern of larger farms and cultivation of perennial crops. Vegetables remain as a minor 
crop for this wealth group. These households do sell more livestock, although the amounts remain 
minor, one pig and a few chickens. 

The better off rely almost exclusively on crop sales, with only minor amounts of cash income from 
livestock sales. Sales of teak and other timbers was the highest source of cash, typically earning 
them between 30,000 and 35,000 taka for the reference period. This was followed by turmeric, 
ginger and bananas which each contributed around 25,000 taka. Sale of chilli and other fruits 
contributed around 15,000 combined. Income from crops was supplemented by the sale of a couple 
of pigs.  
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EXPENDITURE PATTERNS DISAGGREGATED BY WEALTH 

The graphs in this section present expenditure patterns by wealth group in the baseline reference 
year in both absolute terms (expressed in taka) and proportional terms (expressed as a percentage 
of total). The categories of expenditure are: 

o Purchased rice 
o Purchased proteins and fats – fresh fish, dry fish, cooking oil, lentils, other pulses, pork, 

chicken, milk, beef, goat, eggs 
o Purchased other foods – potato, vegetables, fruits, sugar, etc 
o Home essentials – soap, kitchen detergents, women’s sanitary items, salt and cooking 

spices, tea, basic lighting costs (electricity, kerosene, candles, etc), cooking utensils, 
bedding, house repairs  

o Inputs – equipment repair, purchases and rental, seeds, fertilizer, pesticides, irrigation, 
labour payments, livestock purchase, livestock drugs and feed, nets and boats, other 
business investments 

o Phone, transport – phone credit, charging costs, transport, petrol 
o Education – formal fees, uniforms, books and stationery, tuition fees, pocket money 
o Health – doctor’s fees, medicines, informal medical costs 
o Other - clothing, festivals, alcohol, cigarettes and betel nut, barber, phone credit, non-

essential hygiene products and cosmetics, etc 
 

As can be seen from the graphs on the following page, total expenditure on food was not 
significantly different across the wealth groups, ranging from around 40,000 to 54,000 taka. 
However, the types of food purchased were very different, as can be seen in the second of the 
graphs. The blue bar indicates expenditure on rice, the orange protein and fat foods, the grey all 
other foods. Purchase of rice decreased with wealth, while spending on more nutritious and 
desirable foods increased with wealth group. The amounts spent on the more nutritious protein and 
fat foods are surprisingly similar to the amounts spent by households categorized as very poor, poor, 
middle and refugee poor in the Teknaf-Ukhia Peninsula Zone. 
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ANNUAL EXPENDITURE PATTERNS (Absolute value, taka) 

 

 

 

 

ANNUAL EXPENDITURE PATTERNS (Expressed as a percentage of total) 

 

 

 

  

 -  20,000  40,000  60,000  80,000  100,000  120,000  140,000  160,000

Very Poor

Poor

Middle

Better Off

Very Poor Poor Middle Better Off

purchase - rice 22,059 19,092 13,500 5,250

purchase - proteins, fats 14,390 15,517 23,008 39,339

purchase - other foods 3,500 3,980 6,335 9,358

home essentials 12,369 12,523 19,758 22,265

inputs 2,200 5,250 10,500 28,000

phone, transport 4,170 5,456 5,049 6,000

education 4,000 4,336 4,638 6,000

health 2,279 2,288 2,235 2,618

other 14,651 19,376 21,840 23,228

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Very Poor

Poor

Middle

Better Off



 
 

27 

As a function of access to land for cultivation, expenditure on inputs increased with wealth group, 
with the middle and better off groups investing more in seeds and fertilizer. Only the better off 
spent on casual labour (around 17,000 taka) as would be expected considering the other groups all 
earn income from labour. Accordingly, expenditure on rice milling (included in the “home essentials” 
category) increased with wealth group, from zero for the very poor (who process their paddy 
manually), to around 3,500 taka for the better off.  

Spending on education was surprisingly similar for all wealth groups, with the better off spending 
only marginally more than other wealth groups. The amounts spent even by the poor are 
significantly higher than expenditure on education in Cox’s Bazar and other parts of Bangladesh. This 
may relate to children being sent down to the lower elevation area which requires greater 
expenditure as education options in the zone remain poor. Health expenditure was very similar for 
all wealth groups.  

Expenditure on soap and essential hygiene products ranged from around 1,600 for the very poor to 
around 4,000 for the better off. Surprisingly, expenditure on lighting was significantly higher for the 
very poor at more than 4,500 taka annually, ranging down to around 750 taka for the better off. This 
might indicate that purchase of solar panels on credit is an option not available to the very poor. 
Poor and middle households spent 2,000 to 2,500 taka annually.  

Expenditure on betel and cigarettes (in the “other” category) was around 5,000 taka for the very 
poor up to around 10,000 for the other wealth groups. Notwithstanding the communal and cultural 
nature of betel and smoking, it is nonetheless unfortunate that households are spending 6% to 11% 
of their annual income on this. Particularly so for the very poor wealth group, who are prioritizing 
this over rice and other food purchases.  

 

EXPANSION AND CONTRACTIBILITY 

According to respondents, no major shocks or stresses affecting production occurred in the last five 
to ten years. There have been no major crop diseases, the area is not in a flood-vulnerable zone, and 
cyclones do not reach the area. As described earlier, variations in individual crop production levels 
exist due to changes in wind and rainfall patterns, attack by wild animals and pest infestations. 
However, even in such cases, the decline in yield of one crop is often compensated by an increase in 
production of another. Individual households do experience stress from time to time, with 
expenditure and income adjustments being made accordingly. These include increasing the number 
of days worked, purchasing a lower quality of rice, reduction of some of the more “luxury” food 
items, and increasing consumption of wild foods. However, no stresses have occurred in the last 5 to 
10 years that affect significant proportions of households across the zone.  

  


