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In 1998, “the flood of the century” covered
more than two-thirds of Bangladesh, caus-
ing crop losses of 2.2 million tons of rice, an
amount equal to 10.45 percent of target pro-
duction in 1998/99. Even though this flood
threatened the health and lives of millions
through food shortages resulting from crop
failure, loss of purchasing power, and the
spread of water-borne disease, very few
flood-related deaths occurred, and reported-
ly none was due to food shortages.

This report, based on data from a survey
of 757 rural households in seven flood-
affected regions (thanas) conducted in
November and December 1998 and on
analysis of secondary data on food grain
markets, describes how government policy,
well-functioning private markets, household
coping strategies, and donor and NGO inter-
ventions combined to maintain availability
and access to food.

IMPACT OF THE FLOOD ON
FOOD GRAIN MARKETS AND
THE POLICY RESPONSE
In the months immediately after the flood,
which lasted from July through September
1998, government distribution of food grains
was constrained by available public stocks.
Large-scale food aid for flood relief and reha-
bilitation, which permitted an expansion in
Food for Work activities in early 1999, arrived
only in December 1998. Thus, public food-
grain distribution from July through December
1998 was only 631 tons greater than what
was previously scheduled before the flood.

Despite the very small increase in gov-
ernment distribution during this period, 1.307
million tons of rice imported from India by the
private sector stabilized the market and kept
prices from rising above import parity levels.
Letters of credit for rice imports show that

large numbers of traders imported rice, with
an average contract size of 269 metric tons
(MTs) in 1998. Thus, private markets appear
to have worked competitively to maintain
availability of food grains and limit price
increases to 12.4 percent between May/July
and August/December 1998 (compared to
58.2 percent during the same months in
1974, when a famine occurred).

Government stocks of rice and wheat,
which equaled 659,000 MTs at the beginning
of September 1998, may also have helped
stabilize markets by influencing private trad-
ers’ expectations of the government’s ability
to intervene in local rice markets. Several
factors suggest that the need for large public
stocks to avert famines in Bangladesh has
decreased considerably since the 1974/75
famine or even the major flood of 1988.
Large increases in the size of the boro rice
crop, harvested only five to six months after
the aman crop, have shortened the period
of uncertainty regarding domestic supply, in-
creased foodgrain availability, raised farmer
incomes, and reduced prices. In addition,
trade liberalization in the early 1990s and
the availability of foreign exchange have en-
abled private-sector imports to help stabilize
prices and total supplies. Twenty years of
investment in rural infrastructure have also
improved the efficiency of domestic rice mar-
kets in Bangladesh.

IMPACTS OF THE FLOOD ON
RURAL HOUSEHOLDS
Analysis of IFPRI survey data indicates that
flood-exposed households suffered severe
crop losses equal to 24 percent of the total
value of anticipated production for the year.
For the 55 percent of households that lost
assets, their average loss was equivalent
to 16 percent of the total value of their
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pre-flood assets. Employment opportunities for daily
laborers declined as well, and their average monthly
earnings in July/October 1998 were 46 percent below
those in the same months in 1997.

The decline in crop production, asset losses, and
fewer employment opportunities contributed to in-
creased food insecurity. Flood-exposed households
consumed 248 fewer calories/person/day than non-
flood-exposed households. The quality of households’
health environments also deteriorated in the flood’s
wake, damaging or destroying peoples’ homes and
sanitary facilities, and reducing their access to safe
water. These factors plus the reduced food consump-
tion led to substantial increases in illness. Even after
the floodwaters had receded, 9.6 percent of individ-
uals in the sample suffered from diarrhea, and 4.7 per-
cent were affected by respiratory illnesses. Severe
or very severe flood exposure caused many children
to lose weight and/or to fail to grow at a critical period
in their mental and physical development. Over half
of the children in the sample were stunted and
24 percent were wasted.

HOUSEHOLD COPING MECHANISMS
Households adjusted to the shock of the flood by
reducing expenditures, selling assets, and borrowing.
By far, borrowing was the major coping mechanism of
households sampled, both in terms of the value of the
resources and the number of households that bor-
rowed. About 66 percent of poor, flood-exposed
households in the sample borrowed money in the
months immediately following the flood, and of these
52 percent borrowed money for food. Average house-
hold debt went from a small percentage of typical
monthly consumption in January 1998, about eight
months before the floods, to 1.5 times its average
value. This borrowing was sufficient to maintain house-
hold expenditures at pre-flood levels, but because of
higher prices, flood-exposed households consumed
10 percent fewer calories/capita/day than non-flood-
exposed households, suggesting that targeted cash

transfers and credit programs could have been an
effective complement to direct food distribution.

GOVERNMENT FOOD AND
CASH TRANSFERS
The survey suggests that government direct trans-
fers were well targeted to flood-exposed households
and to the poor. In the initial flood period, immediate
relief through the Gratuitous Relief program went
mainly to seriously flood-exposed households; 36 per-
cent of severely flood-exposed households received
the transfer compared to 10 percent of non-flood-
exposed households. Vulnerable Group Feeding
transfers, targeted administratively through union-
level committees, were better targeted to the poor
than to the flood-exposed households. Almost
38 percent of households in the bottom quintile
received grain transfers compared to 17 percent and
11 percent in the top two quintiles. Nonetheless,
government transfers were small relative to the
households’ needs, as indicated by the extent of
household borrowing, which equaled six to eight
times the monetary value of government transfers to
poor flood-exposed households.

CONCLUSIONS
In spite of severe disruption to food production and
the rural economy, the government of Bangladesh,
together with donors, NGOs, and flood-exposed
households themselves were extremely successful in
mitigating the effects of the 1998 flood at the house-
hold level and in avoiding a major food crisis. Food
security in Bangladesh was largely maintained
through an appropriate mix of short- and long-term
public interventions, private market trade flows, and
an extensive system of private borrowing. Nonethe-
less, continued investments in agricultural research,
extension, roads, electricity, and other rural infrastruc-
ture; policies promoting efficient markets; and pro-
grams to provide targeted transfers and credit to poor
households are needed to further enhance the food
security of the poor.
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