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SOCIAL FACTORS AFFECTING PROSPECTS FOR INTENSIFIED 
FISH FARMING IN BANGLADESH 

Gerard J. Gill and Syed Abu Motahar* 

ABSTRACT 
 
          There is apparently enormous potential for intensified fish farming in Bangladesh. This paper reports on a pilot 
study which investigated possible social and economic constraints on realising this potential. The range of uses of 
ponds is very large and includes household uses, field drainage, irrigation, duck and fish firming, cattle watering and 
the production of crops for both human and cattle. Very few ponds are actually derelict, but intensity of use varies 
greatly. Multiple pond ownership is commonly thought to be a major constraint of fish farming, but the problem was 
found mainly to be one of inheritance which throws together people of different generations and of different, often 
competing, interests. Other multi-owner ponds farm fish quite successfully. Other problems identified were non-
availability of fish fry, lack of technical training for the farmers, shortage of investment capital and the theft of fish or 
their deliberate poisoning due to rivalry, enmity or even jealousy. Areas for further research are outlined. 

INTRODUCTION 
 
          The potential for increased fish production from ponds, heels and similar fresh water 
sources in Bangladesh would appear to be enormous. On the one hand fish is a highly 
acceptable form of food at all socio-economic levels of society and can command high 
prices.1 At the same time the country has vast resources of such non-riverine inland 
waters ( varying seasonally between one and eight million acres ), only a small fraction of 
which are 'presently employed for fish culture. The possibilities being opened up by a 
combination of newly introduced (exotic) species, new knowledge and technological 
advances all suggest that many of the technical problems of fish culture are readily amenable to  
solution.2 However; the apparent brightness of this prospect should not be permitted to blind 
one to the potential stumbling blocks which could impede realisation of this potential. 
There are, unfortunately, numerous historical instances of innovations 
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in the rural sector which seemed technically attractive but which either failed to produce results in the 
real world or produced returns which were entirely captured by rural elites without benefiting, 
sometimes even to the detriment of, the rural disadvantaged. 
 

In the 1960's and early 1970's, for example, the ‘green revolution’ was hailed as the 
technological breakthrough which, in the assessment of many, would eliminate world food 
shortages.3 In many areas, however, the adoption of the new technology on a wide scab caused local 
gluts which totally swamped local processing, storage and transportation facilities, resulting in a 
disastrous slump in grain prices which ruined many small farmers in areas like the Punjab. Some 
of the larger farmers were able not only to withstand or bypass the slump, but even to benefit from 
it by buying up the land of their smaller neighbours at rock bottom prices.4Thus the now 
technology in practice far from assisting the poor too often resulted in increasing landlessness and 
growing income disparities. 

Nearer home, the Second Five Year Development Plan of Bangladesh (1980-85) set 
ambitious targets for increased food output over the Plan Period. The main instrument whereby 
these targets are to be achieved is improved water resources development and management in 
general and improved irrigation facilities in particular (Bangladesh 1980, p. XII-79). After a great 
deal of investment in irrigation facilities and evaluation of their progress over the past two decades 
it is now widely recognised that a major contributory cause of the disappointingly poor 
performance of the irrigation sector has been the failure to solve the social and economic 
problems inherent in command areas which include hundreds of small plots belonging to large numbers 
of different farmers.5 

          In the case of fisheries, similar problems can and do arise. Despite its potential, fish production 
from inland waters in Bangladesh is officially estimated to have declined from 701,000 to 545,000 
tons (22 per cent) over the period 1962/63 to 1976/77, more than cancelling out a concomitant rise 
in marine fisheries production over the period (Bangladesh 1980b, p. 2). The decline is attributed 
"mainly to absence of rational management (and of) judicious utilisation and exploitation of the 
resources" (ibid). This last statement dearly suggests that negative socio-economic forces are at 
work. 

In order to avoid a recurrence of the above type of problem in the event that a large scale 
effort is mounted to expand fish farming in Bangladesh, it is essential to try to appreciate the 
economic and social forces which presently operate and/or are likely to come into play in any future 
development. Only by doing so will it be possible to devise strategies which anticipate social and 
economic problems and hence provide an opportunity to plan to overcome them. 

 
Very little research has been devoted to the social and economic aspects of fisheries in 

Bangladesh.6 A recent comprehensive survey of the past output, present status and future 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 


