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Bangladesh Country Mission

February 14-20, 2011

Executive Summary 



This is a report on the Bangladesh country mission conducted by the GAFSP Steering Committee Member-Asia Representative, last February 14-20, 2011. The Mission was conducted by Mr. Raul Socrates Banzuela, alternate to Dr. Sang Yaing Koma, the GAFSP SC-Asia representative; and Ms. Ma. Estrella Penunia, Secretary General of AFA, which provides logistical and technical support to the Asia CSO representative. The office of Action Aid Bangladesh, through its Country Director, Ms. Farah Kabir; and its officers Partha Hefaz Shaik, Head of Food Rights and Sustainable Livelihoods, Amirul Islam, Deputy Manager Food Rights and Sustainable Livelihoods  and Mr. Shamser Ali, Manager of  Land Rights, acted as local hosts of the Mission. This report was prepared by Ms. Penunia and Mr. Banzuela, with comments received from Action Aid Bangladesh through Mr. Amirul Islam. 

There were four main objectives of the Mission: (1) get basic profilies of key NGOs and farmers’ organizations working on food security; (2) inform key CSOs about the GAFSP project in Bangladesh; (3) get their feedback and recommendations on the GAFSP and (4) get the commitment of the Supervising Entities to include FOs in the design, implementation and evaluation of the GAFSP project through institutionalized mechanisms. 

The following main activities were done : (1) village-level consultations in two villages in Noakhali; (2) meetings with the Supervising entities from World Bank and FAO; (3) meeting with MOA officials; (4) meetings with leaders of three CSOs and one FO (farmers’ organization); (5) a one-day consultation attended by representatives from 23 organizations and FAO-Bangladesh. 

The objectives of this Mission were for the most part achieved. Participants to the Consultation were oriented on the GAFSP processes at the international and national levels. They have also given their initial feedback and comment on the GAFSP project. The FAO representatives have expressed the importance of involving CSOs in the review of the Country Investment Plan  (the mother proposal from which GAFSP came from) and have signified interest to invite other CSOs in future discussions. The government has expressed interest to know the results of the consultation. 

Majority of the representatives of the 28 CSOs who attended the consultation were not aware of the approval of the GAFSP project in Bangladesh, nor were part of consultations in the designing of these proposal. Among the concerns raised in  the consultations were the absence of land tenure security for small farmers among the project components; the lack of emphasis on employing sustainable, agro-ecological and organic agriculture,  using indigenous knowledge; the importance of appropriate technologies including storage facilities for the target crops/fish, getting the right kind of seeds that are indigenous and farmer-friendly and good fertilizers to produce good crops, identifying women’s needs and the crops that women plant, importance of propagating indigenous species of fish rather than carp, tilapia and catfish; and the importance of government recognizing the presence and roles of CSOs and national farmers’ organizations by involving them in the governance and implementation processes at national and local levels; e.g. making them part of the national GAFSP steering committee. The two FAO representatives, on the other hand, emphasized that the GAFSP project is but a small part of a comprehensive Country Investment Plan aimed to achieve food security in the country, that it is currently undergoing a review and revision and FAO is facilitating serious brainstorming sessions on what should be the priorities for food security in the country and will invite CSOs to their upcoming consultations on the Plan. 
The action points agreed upon during this consultation can be divided in two areas: (1) in relation to the government; and (2) ways of working among CSOs. 

The participants during this consultation were open to engage the government in the formulation of the Implementation Plan of the GAFSP project. They will urge the government to consult them on the Plan and give them a seat in the Steering Committee. A delegation of CSOs, to be organized by Action Aid Bangladesh, will seek a meeting with Mr. Alam to present the feedback and recommendations gathered during the Feb 20 meeting. This delegation should have representatives of farmers and fishers groups. Moreover, CSOs who have partner local NGOs and/or farmers and fishers groups in the two priority regions will contact the DAE in their districts so that they can participate in the GAFSP consultations that will be held sometime March. Another recommendation was to involve their parliamentarians. 

The participants also acknowledged that an organization should catalyze the action points above and anchor the dialogues between the government and CSOs about the GAFSP project. Action Aid Bangladesh has volunteered to help anchor this process while acknowledging that there are existing NGO-GO coordinating mechanisms in place which should also be utilized. Among the first things that CSOs must do is to map who among them are working in the priority regions, the scale of their work as well as their reach, and the sustainable technologies that can be upscaled / adapted in the GAFSP areas. They should also prepare their partner farmer/fisher groups for the GAFSP consultations to be conducted in the regions.


Main Report 

1 Objectives

The objectives of the Mission were : 


1.1 Get basic profiles of key FOs and NGOs working for food security 

1.2 Inform key FOs and NGOs about

1.2.1  the GAFSP processes (objectives, structure, criteria of selection, CSO work within GAFSP) 

1.2.2 GAFSP program in Bangladesh (objectives, areas, main activities, funding, management) 

1.2.3 Support for FOs and CSOs  engaging in GAFSP processes 

1.3 get feedback from key farmers’ organizations (FOs) and NGOs about the GAFSP process in the country 

1.4 get recommendations from key FOs and NGOs about CSO involvement in GAFSP at international (see Annex 1 ) and country levels 

2 Activities Conducted 


	Day/Time 
	Activity / Process 

	
Arrival Sunday, February 13

	                   Monday, February 14

	8:00- 14.00         
	Travel  Dhaka -Noakhali 



	15.00-17.30 
	Consultation with  Awajb

alia Union FoSHoL Farmers Alliance 


	18.00-19.00
	Meeting with Mr. Abdul Awal, Chief Coordinator, Noakhali Rural Development Society (NRDS)


	                  
                    Tuesday, February 15

	10.00-12.00
	Consultation in Ramkrishnopor, Noakhali

	15.00
	Travel Noakhali-Dhaka



	                   Wednesday, February 16                 

	 16.00-1800
	Meeting with Supervising Entity from FAO and its Officers 
-Mr. AD Spijkers, FAO Representative in Bangladesh
-Mr. Tommaso Alacevich, Associate Program Officer
-Mr. Rathin Roy, Consultant and Facilitator, Learning, Strategic Thinking and Change
-Mr. Ciro Fiorillo, Chief Technical Advisor, National Food Policy Capacity Strengthening Program 
-Prof. Zahurul Karim, Lead Consultant and Mr. Badrul Arefin FAOBD

	               
                  Thursday, February 17    

	18.00-21.00
	Meeting with Ujjaini Halim, Coordinator, Food Sovereignty Network, South Asia

	              
                 Friday, February 18               

	 11.00-11.40
	Meeting with AZM Shafiqul Alam, Additional Secretary, Ministry of Agriculture (MoA); with 
-Mr. Mohammad Azharul Haque, Deputy Secretary , MoA and Mr. Mahmudur Rahman, Senior Assistance Chief (PPB-3), MoA

	12.00-17.00
	Work at Action Aid office Bangladesh to prepare documents for the consultation

	                
                  Saturday, February 19                 

	08.00-18.00
	Participation in the General Forum of Solidarity for Asian People’s Advocacy (SAPA), held at BRAC-CDM, Khagan, Savar 

	              
                   Sunday, February 20               

	09.30-16.30
	Consultation on GAFSP Bangladesh 

- Mr.  Banzuela presented an  overview of the work of the three CSO representatives to the GAFSP Steering Committee (See Annex 1 for the GAFSP Steering Committee PowerPoint presentation) 
-Ms. Penunia presented an overview of the GAFSP project in Bangladesh, as approved by the GAFSP Steering Committee (see Annex 2 for the GAFSP Bangladesh project brief powerpoint presentation)
-Ms Farah Kabir and Mr. Partha Hefaz Shaikh of Action Aid Bangladesh facilitated the open forum that ensued after the presentations
-Action Aid Bangladesh distributed the following documents to the participants: 

---program for Feb 20 consultation (see Annex 3)

---design of Bangladesh country visit for consultation on 
    GAFSP (See Annex 4)
---Review of Civil Society Participation in the GAFSP  

    Steering Committee (see Annex 5) 

---GAFSP project brief ( See Annex 6) 


	23.00
	Departure Dhaka-Manila 


3 Key Information Gathered 


3.1 On the development of the GAFSP Project Proposal for Bangladesh and its relations with the Country Investment Plan  (from the meeting with FAO –Bangladesh)


3.1.1 The project proposal that was submitted to the GAFSP Steering Committee was part of a bigger, longer-term project proposal to achieve food security in the country. As early as three years ago, the government, with technical assistance of FAO Bangladesh has developed its agriculture and food security program, as well as a Country Investment Plan (CIP) that aims to finance planned programs for food security and agriculture development. The GAFSP proposal is a part of the CIP, about .5% of its total proposed budget of US$10B. The GAFSP proposal was a product of a three –week intensive project proposal making involving FAO.


3.1.2 Consultations for the CIP were done in previous years, involving mostly government people, some agricultural universities and some NGOs and farmer cooperatives. These NGOs already have established relationship with government (e.g. BRAC, Center for Policy Dialogue). The farmers’ cooperatives (e.g. milk cooperatives) were those promoted by government. 


3.1.3 The FAO sees the importance of bringing in the civil society groups, especially organized farmers and fishers groups, and for government to be include them in the CIP processes. 

3.2 On the status of the GAFSP Project (from the meetings with Mr. Animesh Shrivastava;  Mr. Alam) 

3.2.1 Mr. Animesh Srivastava, Supervising Entity from the World Bank, said that the WB is awaiting the Implementation Plan from the government. 


3.2.2 The government is still in the Preparation Phase of this project and is in the process of finalizing its Project Implementation Plan.  Mr. Alam, Additional Secretary of MOA, is leading the government team in this undertaking. The team is composed or around 20 people from across the agriculture sectors.  A Project Director is yet to be hired/assigned. Two consultations involving farmers groups in the two covered regions of the project will be conducted this March, 2011. The Implementation Plan, together with the revised budget, is targeted to be submitted in end March 2011. 


3.2.3 Mr. Alam said that the GAFSP project will focus on two economically depressed regions ( Barisal & Rangpur) and hopes that through this project, the covered areas will be transformed into commercial agriculture. The country has been divided into “cropping zones”. The government plans to focus on rice production in the south and vegetable production in the north. 


3.2.4 How does the government plan to involve the farmers in this project? There are 18M farm families. Each farmer has a registration card. In another World Bank project, the farmers are organized into common interest groups or CIGS, currently it has 13,000 CIGS, with a minimum of 10-20 members per CIG. It is these CIGS that they plan to involve with in the planning and implementation processes of the GAFSP project. The CIGS can be reached through the government’s  extension workers. Currently, it has 30,000 extension workers, serving, - 3,000-4,000 farm families each. For dissemination of seed technology and seed distribution, it has  National Agriculture Technology Project areas spread in 128 sub districts, covering almost a fourth of the country. Mr Alam said that the planning processes will use a “bottom-up” approach. 


3.2.5 Mr Alam said that there are too many NGOs/CSOs in the country with varying levels of development, positions and characteristics, that it is difficult to ascertain who the government should work with.  


3.3 On the CSOs, NGOs, farmers and fishers groups in Bangladesh

3.3.1 During the consultation last February 20, we met representatives of three national farmers’ organizations in Bangladesh. One is Bangladesh Krishok Federation, a member of the international group La Via Campesina. The other is Surajmukhi Sangsta (SMS), a member of ex-IFAP (International Federation of Agricultural Producers). Another is the National Farmers’ Alliance, a partner Farmers’ organization of Action Aid Bangladesh.  Other farmer organizations who are national in character are mass fronts of political parties. We have gathered two perspectives on these mass fronts. One perspective is that since these farmers organizations are part of the political party structure, they can be effective platforms for advocacy and mobilization on certain issues espoused by their parties. If their capacities for policy-making are built, they can influence their parties on the latters’ positions, policies and programs. If their capacities for project management are built, they will be able to run projects funded by their parties. Another perspective is that they exist mainly to get votes for the party; do not act independently from the party and do not run their own programs. At present, many of these farmers’ organizations are political movements and do not work for technology provision nor for market access benefiting small scale farmers. 


3.3.2 It appears that many rural development NGOs have organized farmers and fishers groups through their various rural development projects; however, many of these farmers’ groups seem to be unable to function independently when the project ends. The three biggest NGOs – BRAC, Grameen Bank and PROSIKA, are able to maintain self-help groups at village levels, owing to their successful micro-finance schemes and the many projects that they continuously undertake in the villages. Their groups though are not federated at the national level, and exist mainly as project/service delivery mechanisms. 


3.3.3 Several networks of NGOs/CSOs on food security exist. One is the Food Sovereignty Network South Asia (FSNSA)– Bangladesh; its head office is in India.  Another is the International Food Security Network (IFSN)-Bangladesh; IFSN is a network catalyzed by Action Aid International.  Both are functional networks; FSNSA conducted a strategic planning in Dhaka in the same week of this Mission. There are two national NGO networks.  One is ADAB, (Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh), formed in 1974, and is perceived to be barely functional as of the moment. Another is the Federation of NGOs in Bangladesh/NGO Forum Bangladesh, led by BRAC.

3.3.4 BRAC and PROSIkA are the two biggest NGOs in Bangladesh; with tens/hundred of thousands of paid employees each There are around 100 medium-sized NGOs, with around 100 staff.  It is very likely to find small NGOs in every district of the country, working on various social, political and economic issues. 


3.3.5 The government requires NGOs to obtain certificates of registration every year, and to submit yearly reports of activities, financial statements, and budgets, including donors. This is seen as cumbersome by many NGOs. They also feel that these requirements are sometimes being used to make it difficult for them to get legal status, especially if their relations with some government officials have become unpleasant. 



3.4 Farmers’ situation  in the villages of  Awojbabia  and Ramkrishnopur, Noannoi Union of  Noakhali, Bangladesh 


3.4.1 The farmers in these two villages typically work on at most an acre of land. This includes their homestead and vegetable gardens. A group of 7-8 families join together to have a common fish pond. And as individual families, they plant rice and vegetables. 


3.4.2 Security of land tenure is a major problem. Most of the agricultural/arable lands are owned by “influential” people.  Majority of the farmers work as sharecroppers with the following sharing system of the income : 1/3 for landowner, 1/3 for farmer,  and 1/3 for whoever shoulders the production costs ( or 50-50 of the 1/3 if both landowner and farmers share the production costs). Worse, sharecroppers can be evicted anytime by the landowner.  Asked if there is one thing the government can give to them  which will make the greatest difference, the unanimous answer was “land”. The government can distribute new alluvial lands as well as government lands. Although, they doubt if government has good data about these government and alluvial lands. 
 

3.4.3 Rice can be harvested here at most thrice a year for those with irrigation facilities: November-April, August-December, December – March. Vegetables, along with soybean, ground nut, pulses and chili are grown from April-July, mainly as crops being rotated with rice. Most of the vegetables are grown for own consumption, however, they do sometimes plant for commercial purposes. 


3.4.4 The high costs and unsteady availability of production inputs is also an articulated problem.  They need 2500thaka (US$38) for land preparation. Fertilizers and pesticides are costly and sometimes not available. Farmers here felt that they are not getting adequate government support; and if support for farmers do come, it is the farmers of the ruling party who gets more benefit and get the support first. Farmers would like government to set a policy to provide all the production inputs to the sharecroppers to cut their production costs; as this will eventually mean getting 2/3 of the income from the farm. 


3.4.5 The government has registered farmers through the farmers’ registration card (Input providing Card). However, farmers in Grim said there are some errors in the registration process and only 50% of the farmers in the village got the cards.  


3.4.6 Another problem is inadequate water supply for irrigation, drinking, cleaning, and bathing. Water is unavailable many times of the year. Women collect water from as far as two kilometers away. The women’s priority use for water is for drinking and cooking; thus, many times, members of the family can take baths only every 2-3 days . 


3.4.7  Women are not fully recognized here as farmers. Most landowners only recognize /deal with the male farmer.  The government registered mostly male farmers for the farmers’ registration card – the card is used by government to identify eligible farmers for their various support for farmers (e.g. distribution of fertilizers). And yet, women are involved in cultivation, and in preserving and collecting seeds – a vital activity in farming. 


3.4.8 It is difficult to organize farmers from village to national levels: in this Union, only about 1% of the farmers are organized.  First, farmers shy away from collective initiatives because the lands they work on are not theirs – they do not know how long they can work on their farms. Second, trust level is weak. If someone takes the responsibility of organizing, others might think that he is organizing because he wants to be elected in a government position next time. Third, they have bad experiences with previous organizations – eg corruption in the distribution of fertilizers. Fourth, there is fear of reprisal – from landowners, from politicians. In Ramkrisnopor, there are 615 families, and only 120 families (20% of farmers in village ) are organized ( note: in community organizing work practice however, this is sufficient to form a critical mass). 


3.5 Feedback on the GAFSP project ( from Feb 20 consultation )

3.5.1 Majority of the representatives of the 28 organizations who participated in this consultation were not aware of the approval of the GAFSP project in Bangladesh, nor were part of consultations in the designing of these proposal. Asked whether they participated in the various consultations on the Country Investment Plan from which the GAFSP proposal came, only a few said that they participated (such as Action Aid Bangladesh, Central Farmers’ Alliance). 


3.5.2 Three participants expressed concern that security of land tenure for small farmers is not part of any component in the GAFSP project. Land tenure should be emphasized in any food security project and resources should be used in facilitating the distribution of lands to much of the landless poor. There are millions of agricultural laborers who produce food but still have inadequate access to food.  


3.5.3 A participant from an environmental lawyers’ association said that the project must include environmental criteria in all project components. Using this criteria for example:  while the GAFSP project aims to increase productivity, the government should achieve this through sustainable, agro-ecological and organic agriculture,  using indigenous knowledge. Land and environment are related and this should be looked in its totality. 


3.5.4 Two participants raised concerns about seeds to be distributed, saying that if we want to ensure food security and quality produce, seed is critical. It is important to get the right kind of seeds. Farmers need good seeds and good fertilizers to produce good crops. The seeds distributed by the government are not indigenous and farmer-friendly. High yielding varieties are preferred over hybrid varieties since the latter entails more production costs. Also most of the people do not prefer hybrid rice because of health issues, but since government promotes hybrid rice, the people are forced to eat the rice. The right seeds and the right technology should be given to farmers on the ground. Some NGOs have successful technologies on these already and these can be shared to the government. 


3.5.5 A woman participant highlighted the need for the project to identify women’s needs and the crops that women plant. 


3.5.6 One participant highlighted the need for technologies on storage facilities for the target crops/fish. 
 

3.5.7 Two participants also expressed concerns on the species of fish to be propagated in the fishponds covered by the GAFSP project. Carp, tilapia and catfish are not indigenous species and require more costly inputs and are not very suitable in salinized waters. They expressed the presence of some appropriate technologies on fish breeding using indigenous species.  


3.5.8 Many civil society groups are composed of committed people who have formed and developed the capacities of farmers’ organizations especially at grassroots levels in the covered regions of the GAFSP project. Some of these grassroots organizations of the poor and marginalized belong to national apex farmers’ organizations.  In view of this, two participants said that it is very important that the government recognize the presence and roles of CSOs and national farmers’ organizations by involving them in the governance and implementation processes at national and local levels; e.g. making them part of the national GAFSP steering committee. If the global GAFSP Steering Committee has the guideline that CSOs should be involved at the national processes, then this guideline should be effectively communicated with the government. 


3.5.9 The two FAO representatives emphasized that the GAFSP project is but a small part of a comprehensive Country Investment Plan aimed to achieve food security in the country. This Plan is currently undergoing a review and revision. FAO is facilitating serious brainstorming sessions on what should be the priorities for food security in the country. They will check the list of participants to this meeting and invite the organizations to their upcoming consultations on the Country Investment Plan. 

4 Recommendations and Action Points

The action points agreed upon during this consultation can be divided in two areas : (1) in relation to the government; and (2) ways of working among CSOs. 

The participants during this consultation are open to engage the government in the formulation of the Implementation Plan of the GAFSP project . They will urge the government to consult them on the Plan and give them a seat in the Steering Committee. A delegation of CSOs, to be organized by Action Aid Bangladesh, will seek a meeting with Mr. Alam to present the feedback and recommendations gathered during the  Feb 20 meeting. This delegation should have representatives of farmers and fishers groups. Moreover, CSOs who have partner local NGOs and/or farmers and fishers groups in the two priority regions will contact the DAE in their districts so that they can participate in the GAFSP consultations that will be held sometime March. Another recommendation was to involve their parliamentarians. 

The participants also acknowledged that an organization should catalyze the action points above and anchor the dialogues between the government and CSOs about the GAFSP project. Action Aid Bangladesh has volunteered to help anchor this process while acknowledging that there are existing NGO-GO coordinating mechanisms in place which should also be utilized. Among the first things that CSOs must do is  to map who among them are working in the priority regions, the scale of their work as well as their reach , and the sustainable technologies that can be upscaled / adapted in the GAFSP areas. They should also prepare their partner farmer/fisher groups for the GAFSP consultations to be conducted in the regions. 
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