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The Population Challenge Facing Bangladesh Mahfuz R. Chowdhury New York State College at Farmingdale



ABSTRACT Bangladesh is the 7th largest country in the world in population. Excluding city states like Singapore, it would make it to the top of the list in population density. The country may have already reduced its population growth, but this reduction is not nearly enough to avoid dire consequences. Currently, the country adds about 3 million to its population every year. At the same time it faces the prospect of losing land due to climate change. The world food supply is believed to be seriously affected by the climate change, which will also have a significant impact on Bangladesh. So, in order to bring stability and maintain social order by reducing the level of poverty, the country must further limit its unwanted population growth, especially among the underprivileged. However, Bangladesh may not achieve such a goal all by itself. The international community has enormous obligations to help Bangladesh achieve its objectives. Index Terms: Population, Bangladesh, climate change
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_____________________________________________________________________________________ 1. INTRODUCTION



2. POPULATION GROWTH



Bangladesh is the 7th most populated country in the world, with over 150 million people in an area of 131,000 sq km (excluding the water area) with population density exceeding 1100 per sq km. There are only a few city-like states, like Singapore, that exceed this population density. Excluding those states, Bangladesh tops the list in population density. The situation is urgent as the country is poised to lose a good part of its territory to the rise in sea levels because of global warming; while its very population increases at an unsustainable rate.



During independence in 1971, the population of Bangladesh was about 75 million. After 37 years, it is believed to have more than doubled. The current estimate of population growth in the country varies from 1.5 - 2 percent per year depending on the source of data (1). If one takes a middle ground and considers a growth rate of say 1.75 percent/year, the population will double in the next 40 - 47 years. The seriousness of the problem can be assessed by imagining the current U.S. population of 300 million living in the state of Wisconsin (estimated 2008 population 5.5 million), which is close to the size of Bangladesh.



It is entirely possible that the perilous situation that awaits Bangladesh with its population growth isn’t getting the consideration it deserves. Or it may be that people are indifferent about the issue. But ignoring the problem will not make it go away, and would only make the situation worse for the country, and the world.



Most available data on Bangladesh population count or its possible growth rate is not considered to be entirely reliable. The recent introduction of national identity cards for its citizens may, however, change this situation. As noted above, different agencies appear to have used different methodologies for arriving at their estimates of population. By taking an average of the high and low estimates on the growth rate, the population growth of Bangladesh may be projected (figure 1).
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quickly resume the quest for a male baby. This damages the health of girls, especially when access to clean water - which is necessary for the preparation of baby food other than breast milk— is limited. Moreover, when fertility rates are high and mothers give birth in relatively short periods, they tend to reduce breast-feeding, negatively affecting the health of babies, both male and female (3).



Figure 1. Population of Bangladesh (millions)



In spite of this ominous scenario, idealists may point out that Bangladesh is making improvements in education and healthcare, and has achieved an economic growth rate of a respectable 5 percent / year in recent decades. The country has also been earning much foreign exchange by exporting its labor force. Although true, such progress has had very little effect on the overall poverty level in the country. Studies show that in real terms the poverty level in Bangladesh has not come down but gone up (2), and its trend has remained up. What would account for such an anomaly? In addition to the massive corruption in the country, which benefited the few and also slowed potential economic growth, the main reason for this incongruity might be the rapid growth of the country’s underprivileged population, whose unemployment rate remains expectedly, extremely high. The population growth rate among the educated people in Bangladesh has come down by a considerable extent. But its growth rate among the underprivileged, who continue to constitute a large majority, is double the rate of the educated group. Since the poor have no steady income (some practically live hand to mouth), they customarily want more male children as security and support in their old age. According to a recent research based on Indian data, the preference for male children can lead to reduced breastfeeding of female babies. Breastfeeding acts as a natural contraceptive and, knowing this, Indian mothers cut back on the time spent breastfeeding a female baby in order to



Poor people are apt to get married early and produce children that they can’t educate or even support. The irony is that children born in such circumstances tend to breed more of the same year after year. This is precisely what’s happening in Bangladesh. In fact, this whole process may be seen as a textbook example of a good news - bad news scenario. The good news is that Bangladesh has successfully reduced its infant mortality rate, while such success turned into bad news by contributing to population growth of the underprivileged (4). Thus, the reduction in population growth among the educated is being more than compensated by the increase among the underprivileged. The other stark reality is that such a growth in population will not only put the future of Bangladesh at serious danger, it will indubitably have a profound impact on the rest of the world as well. 3. EFFECT OF CLIMATE CHANGE Climate change is already a reality of life. As a result of this change, world temperatures are rising, glaciers in the North and South Poles are melting, sea water levels are rising, drought conditions are spreading, freshwater supply is declining, and cyclones or hurricanes are continually escalating. In Bangladesh, climate change threatens people’s lives and livelihoods. Experts believe that the effects would be very severe since the population growth is putting increasing pressure on its limited natural resources. With the depletion of its resources, such as fresh water, forests, and farmland, considered essential for sustainability, population growth is contributing to serious environmental degradation. Additionally, the 2
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country is experiencing a new phenomenon. Its coastal areas are reportedly noticing an unusual rise in mosquitoes, bigger in size and more resilient, that are spreading diseases like malaria and dengue with devastating effect. Agricultural production, the use of land, and water distribution are among the biggest challenges that confront Bangladesh. Most of the country’s land mass is close to the sea level, and about 40 per cent of its land is flooded even under normal circumstances during the monsoon season. With a small shift in weather patterns, flooding intensifies in Bangladesh, as is happening more frequently in recent times. This invariably claims many lives and destroys millions of homes. The situation is worsening as India’s diversion of water in the dry season is causing the country’s rivers to fill with silt, making them less able to handle the rain falls of the monsoon. In addition to its major river barrage on the Ganges at Farakka in West Bengal, India’s latest construction of Tipaimukh dam in Manipur state, when completed, will further aggravate this condition. Like Farakka, the Tipaimukh dam would affect the country’s vital fisheries, agriculture, environment and water supply (5). A map of Bangladesh is shown (figure 2) with its major rivers, and the approximate locations of Farakka and Tipaimukh dams. When global warming causes sea level to rise, the destructive effect of flooding in Bangladesh is sure to multiply. At the present rate, scientists believe that by the end of this century about 20 per cent of Bangladesh land may completely submerge under sea water (6). As a result of the combined effect of increased flood water and sea level rise, when coastal areas begin to submerge under water, people will have no alternative but to migrate to higher land. The process of migration from the shore area may have already begun, though in a subtle way, and will step up as the situation worsens. The question arises as to where the people will go.
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4. CITY OF DHAKA With its population of more than 9 million, there is much population pressure on the capital city of Dhaka. Such pressure is not abating as more people are forced into this over-crowded city every day. The living conditions are continually deteriorating because of the lack of basic amenities like electricity and clean water. Such difficult circumstances are mounting in other cities of the country. The invasion of government land by private citizens is becoming very common, even in rural areas. Bangladeshi dailies often describe violent clashes in respect to illegal possession of government land in areas of forests, rivers, lakes and open fields in and around Dhaka City and every other conceivable place in the country. With the worsening of the situation, the other feasible alternative might then be the migration to neighboring countries. The United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimates that 35 million people will cross over into neighboring countries by 2050. One of the crucial effects of climate change is its likely impact on the world’s food supply. Scientists predict that world harvests will drop 20 to 40 per cent by the end of this century as a result of global warming (7). If in the current environment, Bangladesh can’t meet its food requirements, how will it tackle the anticipated food shortage created by increasing population and the loss of farmland when world food supply goes down further? (8) Some experts have advocated the concept of Compact Townships in Bangladesh to avoid concentrating population in major cities, and to limit the pressure on farmland. Others believe that the country is growing by about 20 square kilometers annually, which should bring relief. But dismissing the idea of land growth, Atiq Rahman, a member of U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, said “The rate at which sediment is deposited and new land is created is much slower than the rate at which climate change and sea level rises are taking place”.
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Figure 2. Map of Bangladesh, showing Farakka, and Tippaimukh dams



Population growth is thus a tremendous challenge for Bangladesh that must be addressed with high priority. Without a practical solution to population growth, especially among the underprivileged, the country cannot be expected to achieve a meaningful economic expansion, to avert future large scale poverty, leading to an anarchical situation. A number of notable indications, such as the constant rioting in university campuses, unrelenting deadly confrontations in the political arena, rising agitations, violent activities, robberies, rapes, and serious economic distress



followed by general lawlessness and social unrest, point to such eventuality. Many believe that economic distress and conflict in power sharing associated with overpopulation, have already resulted in serious social upheaval in Bangladesh. Here are some examples of major turmoil that the country has experienced over the years. On August 17, 2005 over 400 bombs exploded almost simultaneously at 300 locations and on November 14 and 29 of the same year suicide attackers claimed the lives of judges, lawyers and policemen (9). On February 25, 2009 the uprisings among the country’s border 4
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guards claimed the lives of nearly 60 senior army commanding officers. There was the discovery of huge arms cache on March 24, 2009 in a school compound in a secluded coastal area. These incidents offer glaring examples of worsening circumstances. Social scientists believe such episodes will escalate as the population situation worsens. 5. MEETING THE CHALLENGE To meet the challenge of population growth, Bangladesh could draw important lessons from the experience of other countries. For example, China has taken the most drastic measure – restricting the number of children per family to just one. China is in a unique position to adopt such a policy. Even though it has embraced a capitalist economy, its Communist Party continues to exercise total control over government policy. In pursuing its population policy, China has also instituted a social security system for the elderly. In a recent meeting of the Bangladesh Population Council, local experts have openly discussed and stressed the need for adopting a China-like population policy in order to contain the population explosion. But for a traditional society - like Bangladesh - where neither a viable social security system nor a strong authoritarian government exists, the Chinese policy of one child per family would be hard to implement. The biggest hurdle the country would invariably face is the wrath of religious fundamentalists. Less educated people are easily manipulated or swayed in the name of religion. The argument that children are the gift of God and are cared for by God is still embraced by many of the underprivileged. It will not be easy to change these attitudes. India at one time tried to restrict its population growth through legislation, but had to abandon the policy under tremendous social and religious pressures. Earlier, Bangladesh pushed family planning vigorously, but a previous government became ambivalent about it (10). The situation may have
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changed now with the new government, though its planned action on population remains to be seen. Bangladesh’s population situation is surely worsening day by day. The country adds about 3 million to its population every year (11). In order to avoid dire consequences, the country ought to consider vigorously enforcing its law of minimum age for marriage, including the crippling and farreaching dowry practices. It must also discourage people from getting married without a steady income, mandate prospective brides and grooms to attend prescribed classes on family planning before marriage, and institute some social security system for the elderly. 5. A. Family Planning These themes must be brought to the uneducated rural people in innovative ways. For example, a simple video presentation on sexuality, health, hygiene, child bearing, family planning, and birth control with a question and answer session might be useful for them. Also, considering the overall poverty level of the people, special emphasis should be given to inexpensive and relatively safe methods of birth control - like the timely withdrawal method (coitus interruptus). This form of birth control might even be more acceptable to religious leaders. Besides, traditional birth control pills are not free from side-effect, which is an impediment. An approach that might work well with the rural people is the approval of religious leaders for their actions. To achieve this, the government may organize a religious advisory council. Educating women as well as men on the implications of their action (or inaction) on family matters would clearly be the best way to achieve not only population stabilization, but also basic healthcare of the child. The uneducated may be influenced by the consequences of their actions. For example, villagers, who once drank pond water, are now markedly changed in their attitudes, although it required many years of education. It is hoped the government realizes the significance of the population problem and moves quickly to educate the people about it.
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6. OBLIGATORY HELP Achieving population stabilization through mass education would be an overwhelming challenge for the government. Clearly, the country lacks the necessary resources and expertise for such a massive undertaking. The international community has obligations to help Bangladesh achieve stability by limiting its unexpected population growth. For one, the country is an innocent victim of the effect of global warming that is mainly caused by carbon emissions in the industrialized nations. In addition to the humanitarian concern, any decline of Bangladesh because its population explosion would invariably impact the rest of the world in a negative way. There are thousands of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) currently operating in Bangladesh, which are influencing the lives of the poor. The notion of family planning for the poor is a great cause as it would restore stability, and help improve the depressed condition. By taking a unified stand on educating the general public on family planning, the NGOs could help advance the cause of humanity. Expatriate Bangladeshis are also morally obligated to come forward in innovative ways to help meet this challenge. 7. CONCLUSION



Vol. 11, Iss. 1, June 2011
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An all out effort would be needed to bring stability to Bangladesh by limiting its unwanted population growth. A Bangladesh in decline because of its population explosion will spread the negative consequences to the rest of the world.
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