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I. Introduction 

Being one of the densely populated countries with 142,319 thousand people1 in an area of 1,47,570 sq km, 

resource constraints and poverty had been the great concern from the birth of Bangladesh. About 31% of total 

populations live under poverty- of them, 17% are hardcore poor (Household Income and Expenditure Survey, 

2010). In such a backdrop, succeeding governments had been trying to find out credible approach and took 

plenteous measures as to bring those disadvantaged poor section of the society within government safety net 

boundary and thus to reduce the intensity of the problem. In the same light, interventions under Social Safety Net 

Programs (SSNPs) had been continuing, emphasizing on the area of education, health, nutrition and employment 

generation. Data showed that more than 2% of national income and at least 12-15% of total budget was being 

allocated for various SSNPs for the last few years (Table 1):  

Table1: Allocation of fund for SSNPs 
Fiscal Year % of total budget % of total GDP Total allocation (crore Btk) 

2013-14 11.40% 2.13% 222,491 

2012-13 12.2% 2.23% 189,326 

2011-12 13.63% 2.40% 161213 

2010-11 16.07% 2.64% 130,011 

2009-10 15.12% 2.42% 110,523 

Source: Ministry of Finance, Government of Bangladesh 

                                            
1 According to Population and Housing Census 2011, the enumerated population on 15th March 2011 was 142,319 thousand in Bangladesh. 
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While some of the initiatives worked effectively, some other interventions didn’t work in line with the expectation 

of the government or the beneficiaries. The attributing factors behind the failures of some initiatives include, but 

not limited to, was the faulty selection procedure of beneficiary or absence of authentic database and leakage in 

the system. The Sixth Five Year Plan (SFYP, FY 2011 to FY 2015) identified the challenges of SSNPs mentioning, 

“the main challenges of implementing social protection programs are coverage issues, targeting beneficiaries, 

leakage, and disparity in regional distribution.” Upon realizing the necessity of SSNPs in Bangladesh, the SFYP 

professed the necessity of a ‘National Social Protection Strategy’ as it said- a coherent and integrated national 

social protection strategy based on a comprehensive mapping of existing and emerging vulnerabilities would be 

developed. While expanding coverage of SSNPs should be one of the priorities of the government, the effectuality 

of the taken initiatives should also be ensured in the first place. On the above note, this article dealt with one of 

the safety net programs naming ‘Employment Generation Program for the Poorest (EGPP)’ that government 

introduced to reduce the dearth of poverty in some parts of the country. Along with exploring the hindrances of 

the said program, it discussed the policy implications where government ought to pay heed.  

 

II. Methodology 

This article dealt with one of the Social Safety Net Programs that government introduced at some designated area 

for a few months in each year. Both primary and secondary data were used to write this paper. While secondary 

data on relevant topics from scholarly writings were consulted for general discussion and to build a general 

framework, primary data from the respondents were to delineate the effectuality of the program. Three sets of 

semi-structured questionnaire were used to collect primary data, taking the beneficiaries, local representatives & 

government officials as the respondents for the survey.  

 

III. Literature Review 

Since poverty is omnipresent issue, all countries have some form of social protection or safety net to protect their 

people with disadvantageous state- although the form and way of approach of SSNPs may vary from country to 

country. Looking back to the history, the first ever safety net program was applied in some European countries 

after the Second World War. Thereafter, its application was seen in some South American countries including 

Brazil and Mexico (Iqbal M. A., Khan T. I., Tahsina T., 2008).  
 

Although difficult to define universally, it is well accepted that the programs under safety net seek to prevent both 

chronic 2  and transient 3  poor or vulnerable section (including disabled) of the society from falling below a 

minimum standard of living. Usually, these programs are introduced targeting the underprivileged section of the 

society with a view to reduce the intensity of chronic poverty. Initiatives under SSNPs work against both human 

poverty and income poverty. These programs are usually4 taken in the sector of health, education and nutrition to 

reduce human poverty. Even though the SSNPs might not work directly in reducing poverty and the amount of 

budgetary allocations might not commensurate with the intensity of poverty, it can reduce the level of poverty-

burden as a whole.  
 

From its birth, Bangladesh introduced a good number of SSNPs at different times. It is a country where agriculture 

was still the primary occupation. Understandably, that might not be the problem as such. What is problematic was 

that, most agriculture-based people were the marginal farmers. The scarcity of farmland and the concentration of 

wealth and resource amongst a few wealthy people ware the reason behind that dismals situation. The shrinking 

trend in agricultural land meant the number of marginal farmers is increasing, bringing them under the quagmire 

of poverty, only to add strain to their dismal state.  
 

Owing to come out of poverty, the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) historically had taken numerous initiatives 

to reduce poverty. It was assumed that a large number of initiatives of the successive governments had been 

effective in reducing the poverty. At least considering the fact that there were about 70% people below poverty 

line at the time of independence in 1971 (Morshed, 2009) compare to the Poverty Head Count Rate of 31% in 

2010 (HIES, 2010). Among other, interventions under SSNPs were positioned in the priority list. Previously, most 

of those SSNPs were applied to ensure the food safety for the chronic poor. For instance, Food For Work (FFW) 

was introduced in 1975 using food donated by other countries (Khuda, 2011). Over the years focus had been 

shifted from food safety measures to cash transfer/conditional cash transfer and so on. As was observed, for the 

last few years, similar safety net programs had been continuing without any substantial changes. According to 

CPD, “The overall structure of safety net evolved from the past and usually did not radically change in subsequent 

                                            
2 Chronic poor are those with limited access to assets and income. 
3 Transient poor are those who live close to the poverty line. 
4 Sometimes employment generating programs in the name of SSNPs are also taken to address the income poverty which can protect destitute 

people from hardship like economic and social crisis.  
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years. Each year safety net allocations were made in the national budget, mostly indicating carryover of programs 

from the previous year with few adjustments or inclusions (Iqbal M. A., Khan T. I., Tahsina T. 2008).” The recent 

trend showed that a good number of cash transfer programs are being implemented focusing some special section 

of underprivileged people. Different form of SSNPs, running in Bangladesh could be categorized in the following 

manner:  

Table 2: Types of SSNPs in Bangladesh 

            Source: Sixth Five Year Plan (FY 2011- FY 2015) 

  

As indicated earlier, the necessity of safety net programs were well understood by the successive governments. 

Upon realizing the necessity of Social Safety Net Programs, government extended the area and allocation year to 

year. A brief summary of the major safety net programs for FY (2013-14) and their coverage are stated as follows 

(Table 3): 
 

Table 3: Major safety net programs, 2013-14 

 
Source: Clause 151-160, Budget Speech, FY 2013-14 (1US$=79 BDT) 

While the above mentioned programs covered the major part of SSNPs, programs ie, Cash allowance for working 

lactating mothers, Vulnerable Group Feeding (VGF) program, Infrastructure maintenance (TR) program, Disabled 

Services and Help Center (one stop service center) were also some of the mentionable programs taken by 

government.  
 

IV. Case Study-Employment Generation Program for the Poorest (EGPP) 

To defy poverty situation, about 30 SSNPs was being continuing in Bangladesh. ‘Employment Generation 

Program for the Poorest (EGPP)’ was one of such SSNPs. This program was the successor of ‘The 100-Day 

Employment Generation Program’ that was launched in September 2008 (Implementing Guidelines, 2011-12). It 

ran throughout the country with special focus on some 133 Upazila Parishad5. According to the Implementing 

                                            
5 Upazila Parishad is the second tier of local government in Bangladesh. 

No Type Program Examples 

1 
Cash transfers  

Old Age Allowance  
Widowed and Distressed Women Allowance  

Disabled Allowance  

2 
Conditional cash transfers  

Primary Education Stipend Program (PESP)  

Stipends for Female Secondary Students  

3 
Public works or training based cash or in 
kind transfer  

Rural Maintenance Program; Food-for-Work  

Vulnerable Group Development (VGD)  

Employment Generation Program (EGP)  

4 
Emergency or Seasonal Relief  

Vulnerable Group Feeding (VGF)  
Gratuitous Relief (GR); Test Relief (TR)  

Open Market Sale (OMS)  

Program  

Cash allowance for the 

pregnant women 

Old age allowance 
 

Cash allowance for 

widows, divorced and 

distressed women 
 

Vulnerable Group 

Development (VGD) 

Food for Work program 

To meet the nutrition need of the 

expectant mothers and babies 

To compensate the living expense 

To compensate the living expense 

 

To improve socio-economic status of 

poverty affected and vulnerable rural 

women 

To generate employment for the rural 

unemployed along with building rural 

infrastructure 

Objective Coverage (people) Benefit 

101200 BDT 350/per month 

2475000 

BDT 300/per month 

400000 MT food grains 

30 kg rice/24 kg wheat 

920000 

Unknown 

700000 

BDT 300/per month 

Employment Generation 

for 80 days 
To generate employment for ultra poor 746000 BDT 1200,00,00,000  
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Guidelines, 60% of total budget for EGPP were allocated to 133 Upazila where 35% or above people were under 

poverty line. The breakdown of the allocation of funds for EGPP is as follows (Table 4): 
 

                       Table 4: Allocation of Fund of EGPP:  

Number of 

Upazila 

Threshold (% of population  

lie under poverty line) 

Allocation 

133 35% or above 60% 

202 21%-34% 35% 

146 Less than 20% 05% 

(Source- Poverty Map: 2009) 
 

The criteria to be selected as the beneficiary of this program were: (a) unemployed landless of the rural areas 

(having less than 0.1 acre of farming land); or (b) household having monthly income of BDT 4000 or less; or (c) 

unskilled poor people. As per the Implementation Guidelines, the selection of beneficiaries should be done openly 

before the Union Committee6after sufficiently disseminating the necessary information of the program. Thereafter, 

the list of selected beneficiaries should be hung on the Notice Board of the Union Parishad for seven days to 

entertain any objection. The Upazila Committee7 was to approve the final list.  
 

This program had three objectives: (a) employment generation for the poorest unemployed section and to increase 

their purchasing power; (b) to create wealth for the people and for the country in general; and (c) to develop and 

maintenance of the infrastructure and communication for the rural area. This program was designed after 

recommendation of the study that employment opportunity for the landless and the poorest segment participating 

in agricultural wage labor was limited from October to December and from March to April. In continuation to 

previous years, 80 days employment was generated for 746000 hardcore poor by spending BDT 12000 million in 

FY 2012-13. The allocation for EGPP over the last few years is shown in the following figure: 
 

              Figure 1: Allocation for EGPP over last few years                                                      

 
             Source: Ministry of Finance 

 

V. Data Analysis 

One of the shortcomings of the social safety net programs could be the absence of the continuity of the programs 

in the system of poverty-fighting from the part of the government. Pleasingly, in Bangladesh, the safety net 

programs were getting momentum day by day. The uncertainty in replicating those programs had been reduced 

remarkably in recent years. According to the HIES Report, “The proportion of people benefiting from at least one 

social safety net program had increased. In 2010, 24.57 percent of the households reported to have received benefit 

during the last 12 months from at least one type of program, while only 13.06 percent households reported to have 

received such benefit in 2005 (HIES, 2010).” It means the coverage had increased about two-fold within half a 

decade.  

 

It was argued that, “Even though employment generation programs were a relatively expensive way of making 

transfers and are managerially complex compared to pure transfer programs, they played a vital role in the social 

protection of a country (Iqbal M. A., Khan T. I., Tahsina T., 2008).” In case of EGPP, it had fairly been meeting 

the expectations compare to other programs running concurrently. Field data showed that about 74% of the 

respondent expressed their satisfaction over the EGPP program, as previously they had to suffer insufficient job 

availability in the lean season. One of the failure of the EGPP was that the beneficiaries did not understand the 

third objective of the programme, which stated as to develop and maintenance of the infrastructure and 

communication for the rural area. Officials, involved in implementing process, expressed their concern that 

                                            
6 To implement the program, 9 members Union Committee was formed headed by Union Parishad Chairman. Union Parishad is the basic 
tier of Local Government.  
7 24-members Upazila Committee was formed with the local parliamentarian as the Chief Advisor, Upazila Chairman as Advisor and Upazila 

Nirbahi Officer (Administrative Head of the Upazila) as the chair. 

0

500

1000

1500

2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14

Allocation (crore BDT)

Allocation (crore BTk)



Asma Begum Shila et al., American International Journal of Research in Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences, 18(1), March-May 2017, pp. 

57-62 

AIJRHASS 17-219; © 2017, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                               Page 61 

because of lack of understanding, the beneficiaries assumed EGPP as to a program to receive money. This sloppy 

attitude of the beneficiaries was one of the main impediments to get highest benefits from the EGPP.    

 

The practice of capturing the selection procedure was not uncommon in EGPP. There were problems with 

selection of beneficiaries. In some cases, the community leaders arbitrarily selected the beneficiaries, with a 

preference in favor of known people (Khuda, 2011). For EGPP, one of the main problems was the lack of the 

practicing of the guideline in selecting targeted beneficiaries accurately. To a greater extent, the selection 

procedure of the beneficiaries for EGPP was not flawless. According to the Implementing Guidelines (2011-12) 

of EGPP, provided by Disaster Management and Relief Division, sufficient dissemination of the information of 

the selection process should be ensured. In addition, selection should be done in an open place in an open basis. 

However, that did not happen in many occasions. Beneficiaries expressed their reservations about the selection 

procedure. Allegations of nepotism and cronyism in selecting beneficiaries were also found from field survey 

(46%). Furthermore, it was revealed from the survey that a good number of beneficiaries (34%) of EGPP were 

getting benefit from other safety net programme, meaning a same group of poor are getting benefit from more 

than one SSNP. The incidence of duplication for SSNPs was so acute that the Sixth Five Year Plan (SFYP) also 

noticed the issue. It said while coverage was relatively low, a significant number of households gained access to 

multiple programs. Data from a study of transfer programs showed that about a quarter of households were 

receiving transfers from more than one safety net program (SFYP).  

 

EGPP was introduced for making employment for only eighty days in two phases against 365 days of a year. In 

contrast, there were thousands of potential poor who remained underemployed or unemployed almost the year 

round. As found in the field survey, the beneficiaries of the EGPP expressed their demand for extending the 

timeframe of this program.  

 

VI. Recommendations and Policy Implications 

Although SSNPs in Bangladesh had shown a profound influence on social protection, there remained criticism as 

well. The first and foremost criticism was that those programs did not last longer. Because of the short life cycle 

of SSNPs, the sustainability of the positive changes remained under threats and the chronic poor might not get 

enough time to be self-reliant. Pleasingly though, government tried to keep continuation of the SSNPs and the 

allocation for SSNPs was seen to be increasing in recent years. Yet, the allocation was somewhat insufficient for 

Bangladeshi context. The paucity of allocation was the reason that all vulnerable section of the country were not 

under safety net interventions. Most of the ongoing SSNPs target the poor living in the rural areas. According to 

Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) Report 2010, the percentage of rural household receiving 

benefit from Social Safety Nets Program was 24.57% where the urban household receiving benefit from SSNPs 

was only 9.42%. Clearly the ongoing SSNPs were reaching the poor but not all the poor. This statistics warranted 

an increased intervention in applying and implementing SSNPs in the urban area as well. Moreover, in Bangladesh, 

the percentage of population suffering from any type of disability was about 9.07%. (HIES, 2010). Those sections 

of poor were not fully covered under SSNPs. Moreover, because of increasing trend in life expectancy and because 

of the progress in the area of infant and child mortality, the aging population and the population less than 14 years 

was increasing in Bangladesh.8 From that point of view, there should be the safety net programme for the under-

aged alike the Old Age Allowance programme.  

 

There were criticisms that potential beneficiaries were not being selected properly with the existing practice. The 

instance of nepotism, cronyism and the arbitrary attitude of the concern in selecting beneficiaries were not 

uncommon as was found in the survey for the EGPP. WB had one survey with another safety net program. 

According to its estimation 27% of Vulnerable Group Development (VGD) beneficiaries were not poor (The 

World Bank, 2006). Succinctly, the success rate decreased one-fourth before the inception of the programs. The 

government should pay heed in this regard without any delay.  

 

As mentioned earlier, numerous number of safety net programs were running in the country. Although this study 

didn’t dig out SSNPs other than EGPP, taking lesson from other study, it could be said that some of them might 

not had been working properly. Critics considered such programs as wasting scarce public resources, especially 

in resource-constrained countries (Khuda, 2011). Government should take decision on those SSNPs after 

necessary evaluation. If deemed unnecessary, those should be immediately stopped and fund should be reallocated 

to the programs that were running successfully. Moreover, the current SSNPs in Bangladesh were highly 

inadequate in terms of coverage. Thus expansion of safety net programs was needed to bring almost all 

disadvantaged group of the society. In addition, more balanced and pragmatic approach was needed to avoid 

overlaps in targeting recipients. It required adequate capacities of the government machineries to find out need-

                                            
8 According to the Bangladesh Demographic Profile 2012, there were 34.3% population under 14 years and 4.7% over 65 years.  
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based SSNPs. It was understandable that the inability of the weak local governments might reduce the likelihood 

of better targeting of beneficiaries. From that point of view, maintaining an authentic database for the potential 

beneficiaries was important here. An authentic database of poor people and its regular update would be vital for 

proper selection of beneficiaries for any specific program.  

 

VII. Conclusion 

More focus should be given in targeting to reduce poverty while selecting and implementing any safety net 

programs. However, the first and foremost urgency would be to find out the hindrances that may cause to reduce 

the effectiveness of the program. One may raise question about the efficacy of social safety net programs in 

Bangladesh. But there was no denying that the application of SSNPs could be an effective tool to reach out to the 

most vulnerable. Such initiatives could reduce the intensity of poverty focusing on helping the chronically poor, 

as safety net programs help sharing the economic growth and could curtail the potential of accumulation of wealth 

to the wealthy section of the society. Since the objectives and composition varies for different SSNPs, well thought 

out programs were vital to scale up vulnerable section of the society from their miserable conditions. Dealing with 

vulnerability, SSNPs could increase the entitlement of the disadvantaged groups- thus might protect the 

marginalized groups from falling into deeper poverty and might create conducive field to building capacity to 

come out of the destitute condition. Indeed, developing countries like Bangladesh needed proper exploitation of 

SSNPs.  
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