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ABSTRACT 
 
        This paper examines the level and composition of food availability, the role of public food 
distribution system (PFDS) in modifying the availability and consumption, and assesses the adequacy 
of overall consumption in relation to nutritional requirement. The PFDS appears to be increasingly 
assisting some special categories who are either urban or urban-like rural residents. While average per 
capita food and calorie intakes are declining. the existing level of per capita consumption seems to be 
consistent with defined calorie intake norm. However, distribution of food and calorie intake reveals 
widespread undernutrition in the vast segment of the population. Policies aiming to alleviate undernutrition 
should be commodity and target group specific and would have to be based on proper understanding of the 
food preference patterns of the classes of people. 

I .  INTRODUCTION 

    The overall food consumption and the consequent nutritional status in Bangladesh is 
determined by the interplay of a number of factors namely domestic production, import and 
public food distribution on the one hand and prices, incomes and consumers' preference on 
the other. Although aggregate food availability is determined by domestic production and 
imports, public food distribution is considered to play an important role in modifying the 
availability to different sections of the population. Measures of the impacts of public food 
distribution on food availability and consumption of different economic and social classes 
of people are of considerable interest from policy making point of view. On the other hand, given 
the level and composition of food consumed, 
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whether or not, or to what extent nutritional requirements are fulfilled is a pertinent question 
about which not enough is known. A number of sources provide contradictory evidence on the 
levels and trends of food consumption, nutritional intakes and requirements (BBS 1980, 1986b; 
Chen 1975; Ahmad and Hassan eds. 1983). 

In this paper aggregate food availability is examined in terms of the component sources 
namely domestic production, import and public distribution of food. Given the levels and 
compositions of food consumed, nutritional adequacy is assessed and implications are drawn 
for policies relating to production, pricing and distribution of staple foods. In section II 
aggregate supply and distribution of food i; examined. The pattern of food consumption and 
nutritional adequacy is assessed in section III and some conclusions are drawn in the final 
section of the paper. 

II. AGGREGATE SUPPLY AND DISTRIBUTION OF FOOD 

Net Availability of Food 
 

Net availability of food in Bangladesh is generally determined by net domestic production 
and import. The overall annual availability, however, is modified by the Public Food 
Distribution System (PFDS) which controls the distribution of all imported and domestically 
procured grains, with some degree of stock adjustments [1]. In view of the overwhelming 
importance of cereal in the diet of of the people, food availability or food self-sufficiency in 
Bangladesh is often identified with availability of or self-sufficiency in cereal or 
foodgrains consisting mostly of rice and wheat. This section, therefore, deals mainly with 
availability of foodgrains. 
 

Although aggregate domestic production of foodgrains more than doubled during the last 
three decades, population growth outstripped the rate of growth of food production and as a 
result per capita production and hence availability of foodgrains from domestic source declined 
over the past years. Per capita production of other food crops also declined over the past years, 
except for wheat and potato (Hossain 1984, Boyce 1987, Alauddin and Tisdell 1987, 1988). 
In the face of decline in the per capita availability of foodgrain from domestic source, 
imports had to play an increasing role in maintaining relative stability in 
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Distribution of Food to Rural and Urban People 
 

The operation of PFDS has been alleged to be biased historically towards the urban people. 
Although the share of urban people in the publicly distributed grain seems to be declining as can be 
seen through the declining share of SR channel ( Table 4), the issue of overall distribution 
between rural and urban people needs to be examined in terms of more broad based and some 
structural indicators. 

 
Chowdhury (1986) estimated rural and urban beneficiary ratios of PFDS with a number of 

restrictive assumptions about the operation of the system. He showed that while urban 
beneficiary ratio declined from 108 percent [3] in 197475 to about 50 percent in 1981-82, the 
rural beneficiary ratio improved slightly from 6.7 percent in 1974-75 to about 8 percent in 
1981-82. However, as is apparent from the above figures, even after the change, the difference 
between the urban and rural beneficiary ratios remained sky high. 
 

Some estimates of rural share in the total distributed grain for the year 198485 is presented 
in Table 5, The estimates covered only the major channels of distribution namely SR. MR. EP, 
OP, ELE and FWP. These channels accounted for more than 75 percent of public foodgrain 
diaribution in that year. It appears that rural share constituted 57 percent of total foodgrain 
distribution in the country. According to 1981 population census, 85 percent of the country's 
population live in rural areas. If distribution through FWP, which is the non-monetized 
channel and is seasonal in nature, is excluded then rural share comes to only 39 percent of total 
foodgrain distribution. Again, as is evident from Table 5, rural share in EP, OP and ELE have been 
assumed to be 40, 40- and 25 percents respectively. These shares go to the employees of government, 
semi-government and large private establishments. These people are rather the special categories 
who, althongh live in rural areas, are urban-like in their profession and economic behaviour. 
If benefits accruing to these people are not considered as rural share or at least the assumed 
proportions of rural shares in the channels are discounted to some extent to account for such reality, 
then the overall benefits of PFDS accruing to rural people would be reduced further, 

 

Distribution of Food by Income Classes 
 
       Within the rural urban dichotcmy an important aspect is the distribution of foodgrain 
among economic classes of people. Empirical evidence on this aspect 
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Nutritional Status 
 

Although nutritional status is largely determined by the level and composition, of food 
consumed, the relationship between food consumption and nutritional status is not a very 
straightforward one. The physiological requirements of human body are protein, energy, fat, 
vitamins and minerals. Within the broad categories of nutrients there are varying numbers and 
types of constituent elements which, through their complex interactions determine the overall 
nutritional, status. It is almost impossible to determine an ideal or optimal nutritional status 
incorporating all the essential and micronutrients because not only nutritional requirements 
vary according to age, sex, body weight, climate and level of activity, they also interact in 
complex manners. Most nutritional, especially poverty related nutritional literature, therefore, 
emphasizes the importance of calorie and protein as the determinants of overall nutritional 
status, In relation to calorie - and protein needs, the other nutritional requirements for body are 
not so prominent and on a world scale, deficiencies in them are not so severe (Tarrant 1980: 195). 
 

However, within the confinement of protein and calorie requirements, there has existed a 
lot of controversy regarding relative priority between the two. The balance of the arguments 
suggest that the primary requirement of body is energy. When energy derived from carbohydrates 
and fats fall short of requirement, the available protein is oxidized and used as energy. Thus even 
with adequate gross intake of protein, a body can be rendered protein deficient in net term 
(Miller and Payne 1961, Gopalan 1968, Sukhatme 1970, 1977, Osmani 1982). Sukhatme 
(1970) argued that in cereal based diets, protein needs are concomitantly fulfilled if the energy 
needs are met [7]. He also provided empirical evidence using dietary survey data from India that 
in only about 10 percent cases protein deficiency was found to occur without calorie deficiency. 
In the vast majority of cases protein deficiency was the result of inadequate intake of total 
energy ( Sukhatme 1970 :477 ). Joy (1973) also strongly argued that protein deficiency without 
calorie deficiency is rare and that most protein deficient people actually eat enough protein but 
due to their calorie deficiency some proteins are converted and used as energy such that they 
become protein deficient in net term. 
 
Available evidence from Bangladesh also strongly support the view. The Nutrition Surveys of 
1975-76 and 1981-82 showed that the average per capita 
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intakes of protein of the rural people were more than the prescribed requirements by 29 and 7 per 
cents respectively ( Ahmad and Hassan 1983 ). However, the study also revealed that the majority 
of the survey households had actual protein deficiency. It was interesting to note that of the 60 
and 77 percent households which were protein deficient in 1975-76 and 1981-82 respectively, 
only 1 percent in both the years had protein deficiency without colorie deficiency. For all the 
other protein deficient households calorie intakes were inadequate with or with-out inadequate 
protein intakes. Thus, without undermining the importance of other nutrients for attaining 
optimal nutritional balance, it can be said that calorie holds the key to the nutritional status in 
Bangladesh. Therefore, assessment of the level and adequacy of calorie intake among the 
masses as well as different classes of people is a pertinent issue to which we turn next. 

Calorie Consumption by Sources 
 

        An assessment of calorie intakes of the rural and urban people according to sources is presented 
in Table 9. As is expected, rice constituted the single -major source accounting for about 72 
percent of the total calorie intakes of the average people of Bangladesh. Cereals, which consist of 
rice, wheat and other minor grains represents about 84 percent of total calorie intakes. 
Contribution of cereal to total calorie intake is somewhat higher for rural than for urban 
people. This directly follows from the higher average intakes of cereals by the rural 
people. Wheat is the second major source of calorie accounting for 14 percent of total calorie 
intake for urban compared to about 10 percent of calorie intakes -for the rural people. The 
relatively higher contribution of wheat to total calorie of the urban people follows from 
their higher consumption of wheat which is -attributable to greater incidence of public 
distribution of wheat in the urban areas. 
 
        The distribution of food and calorie intakes of rural households according to per capita 
income is presented in Table 10. As is expected per capita food and hence calorie consumption 
consistently increased with increase in per capita income. However, distribution of intakes 
indicates that 37 per cent of the households with per capita income less than Taka 100 had per 
capita intakes of both food and calorie below the average intakes of the rural people. 
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         As is evident from Table 11, the estimates of foodgrain requirement corresponding to 
calorie requirements set by Chen, and Ahmad and Hassan are at the two extremes and one 
would have reasons to be skeptical in accepting either. Foodgrain requirement of 15.7 ounces 
corresponding to 1800 calories advocated by the BBS roughly coincides with the existing 
usage of per capita ( foodgrain ) requirement in determining total national foodgrain requirement. 
On the other hand, 17.6 ounces of foodgrain corresponding to 2020 kcals used by Knudsen 
and Scandizzo falls within the vicinity of historical levels of foodgrain availability ( and 
implied consumption ) in Bangladesh ( Table 1). Also, calorie intake of 2020 kcals compares 
fairly well with calorie intake norms of other developing countries namely India, Pakistan, 
Indonesia and Sri Lanka ( see Knudsen and Scandizzo 1982 ). 
 

If per capita calorie requirement is set at 1800 or 2020 kcals or somewhere between the 
two and foodgrain requirement corresponding to each are taken as the requirement or 
consumption consistent with nutritional norm, then the available evidence on both per capita 
calorie intake ( Table 9), and foodgrain availability and hence consumption ( Table 1) suggest 
that, on the average, current level of consumption in Bangladesh is consistent with 
nutritional norm. Thus domestic production of the existing level of consumption of 
foodgrain can be taken as the self-sufficiency target of foodgrain production from nutritional 
point of view. However, the above picture of average consumption can not be taker} as the 
realistic index of consumption and nutritional status in that even a com3 mon sense 
observation would suggest that a vast segment of population of the country live in abysmal 
poverty and pervasive undernutrition. Distribution of food and calorie intake among 
economic classes of people shows that substantial proportion of the population are 
undernourished ( Table 10 ). According to the HES estimate of BBS. 45 percent of people in 
Bangladesh fall below calorie consumption level of 1800 kcals per capita per day, 
corresponding to monthly per capita income of Taka 153.00. 
 
       Thus in designing policies and programs for pricing and distribution of food in 
Bangladesh, efforts need to be directed to identify the appropriate target groups of people. In 
order that efforts to alleviate undernutrition will succeed to, any desirable extent, policies and 
programs will have to be sufficiently targeted both by commodities and the classes of 
beneficiaries. Since nutritional intake is determined by the level and composition of foods, 
policies and programs must 
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take due cognizance of the food preference patterns of the people. The success of policies aiming 
to alter the level and composition of foods will depend on the relevant food and nutrient 
consumption parameters reflecting food preference patterns of the classes of people. 

IV. CONCLUSIONS 
 
      The available evidence indicate that average per capita consumption of food and hence 

calorie are declining in Bangladesh. Given the existing level of food availability and 
average per capita consumption, nutritional deficiency does not seem to exist when compared 
with reasonable level of calorie requirement. However, distribution of food and calorie 
intake reveals widespread undernutrition among vast segment of the population. This situation 
calls for sufficient redistributive measures both with existing and additional supply of food. 

 
Formulation of policies must address the issue of level as well as composition of foods. 

The existing consumption pattern is dominated by cereal which, in general, is not 
inconsistent with nutritional wellbeing. However, cereal production increased in the country 
at the expense of other crops namely pulses which are important sources of protein. Thus too 
much substitution away from pulses ( in production and consumption ) will jeopardize the 
protein-calorie balance in the diet. On the other hand, consumption of cereal is dominated by rice 
which is relatively expensive source of calorie compared to other grains namely wheat and 
'sorghum' (Table A-1, and Karim and Levinson 1979). However, increasing domestic 
production of wheat and other minor grains is constrained by physical and climatic factors. 
Again, without proper knowledge of peoples' preference pattern and their level of motivation, 
consumption of these grains can not be augmented beyond certain limit even with moderate price 
and income measures [ 8 ]. 
 
       The success of policies aiming to improve nutritional status by altering the level as well as 
composition of foods will depend on the relevant food and nutrient consumption parameters 
of the classes of people. Some limited estimates of such parameters are due to Ahmed (1979, 81) 
and Pitt (1983). While analyses and formulation of policies should make proper uses of these 
estimates, efforts should be directed to generate mote of such parameter values for continuous 
evaluation and formulation of food policies consistent with efficient nutritional outcomes. 
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percentage increase in the calories derived from more expensive sources were higher than the 
percentage increase in calories derived from relatively less expensive sources. 
 
       If peoples' preference deviate from preference for objective characteristics ( calorie, for 
example ) of a product, and if such deviations are based on ignorance or faulty information, 
they can be altered through promotional measures. Thus if the objective of a food program is 
to promote consumption of cheap and calorie intensive foods, the program should embody 
provision of information concerning economic and nutritional aspects of the foods being 
considered for promotion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 



 



 


