Editor's Introduction

Crop diversification has been an important agenda in stated agricultural
policies in Bangladesh. The case for crop diversification is often made on
grounds of environment, market opportunities and nutritional intakes. The
latter does not have much basis if one assumes that markets work with
enough flexibility to translate income from production to meet consumption
expenditures. However, possible declines in soil fertility (and other negative
externalities on environment) due to excessive dependence on a single crop
as well as prospects of dampening price of this single produce remained
valid concerns. Successive good harvests of rice crop towards the end of
the 1990s had raised much optimism with regard to the country’s ability to
achieve self-sufficiency in rice production. There were, for right reasons,
speculations that rice prices could decline, jeopardising farmers’ interests.
Promoting alternative crops, with a view to widen the choice set for
farmers, received more serious considerations. Following the early
optimism about Bangladesh’s prospect of attaining rice self-sufficiency, a
number of researches were carried out by different institutions over the last
five years. These included, BIDS's study on Agricultural Growth through
Crop Diversification, in collaboration with the IFPRI during 1991/92;
Irrigation Management for Crop Diversification study by BAU; and the
recently completed World Bank study on Agricultural Growth with
Diversification. This special issue of the Bangladesh Development Studies
brings together the main findings of these studies on crop diversification in
Bangladesh.

Bangladesh agriculture has diversified significantly over the last 15
years. During the early years of the 1980s, crop sector contributed more
than 80 per cent of agricultural gross domestic product; this had declined to
about 63 per cent in 1993/94, with fisheries and livestock emerging as the
more dynamic sub-sectors. Unfortunately, however, the crop economy in
Bangladesh is largely dependent on rice production. Rice accounts for 75
per cent of total cropped area and almost 60 per cent of gross value of crop
production in the country. Such dependence on rice is perceived to be risky,
on grounds of both market and non-market environment. Yet, the
impressive agricultural growth during the decade of the 1980s had been due
to increased production of foodgrains, mainly rice. Finding reasons for
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such dependence, or alternatively, identifying constraints to crop
diversification, is the subject of this special issue of the BDS.

- The more traditional explanation of rice dependence is in terms of the
subsistence nature of the farming community in Bangladesh. Isolating this
factor from many others is a difficult methodological task; and none of the
papers in this issue directly addresses it. The focus is rather on policy
environment and on agroecological and technological constraints to crop
diversification. The period 1980-94 with which most of the papers deal,
was characterised by very significant changes in government policies
towards both input and output markets. Rahman’s article, based on the
BIDS-IFPRI study, measures direct and indirect effects of sectoral pricing
policies and indirect effects of economywide trade and exchange rate
policies on agricultural commodities in Bangladesh. The significance of
price policy is also probed in Yunus’s paper on supply response that
provides estimates of price elasticities of different crops. Past practices in
agricultural research, discussed in Quasem e al. and issues in irrigation
policies and marketing risks raised by Zohir supplement the discussion on
policy raised in Rahman’s paper. Constraints to crop diversification due to
agroecological and technological factors are identified in Zohir's paper. One
element of it is the locational concentration of minor crops which is
discussed in Quasem et al. A second element, relevance of irrigation
technology to crop diversification in Bangladesh, is probed further with a
different set of data in Mandal and Dutta. These papers look into the
prospects and problems of crop diversification with objective measures and
posit them at levels of aggregation beyond households. In contrast, the
paper by Metzel and Ateng measures crop diversification at the farm level
and uses household/farm characteristics to explain this measured diversity.
The paper also brings out farmers' perceptions on problems of crop
diversity which enables an assessment of our perceptions based on some
objective criteria. The second paper from the World Bank study, that on
specialty rice by Ghani et al, looks into prospect of diversification within
rice. The subject is a welcome addition to this issue since export of aromatic
rice is now a reality, and its future prospects also appear to be bright.

The first paper in the issue by Rahman goes beyond measuring direct
policy effects on output; and uses own estimates of equilibrium exchange
rates to calculate indirect nominal protection rates. Furthermore, in order to
account for policy implications in the input markets, effective rates of
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protection are estimated. Due to low traded input cost component, as the
paper claims, EPRs are generally found similar to direct and total nominal
rates of protection. The paper also concludes that indirect effects of past
exchange rate policies consistently lowered protection to the agriculture
sector in Bangladesh vis-a-vis the non-agricultural sector. Rice is found to
have been implicitly taxed other than during the first half of the 1980s,
while the combined effect of trade and exchange rate policy on wheat is
found to be neutral. Oilseeds and sugarcane are found to be excessively
protected; and cotton, lentil, jute and tea are shown to have been implicitly
taxed. While the paper does not extend the analyses to draw specific
conclusions on policy effect on direction of crop diversification, one would
speculate that excessive implict taxes on some of the important alternatives
along with relative stability of rice prices may have favoured rice production
at the cost of many minor crops. Much of Rahman's analysis is based on
appropriate identification of importables and exportables in order to be able
to apply import parity and export parity prices to the respective groups of
commodities. The findings, particularly with respect to rice, however
clearly indicate the problem with such an approach; and the concept of an
average parity price seems dubious. The fact that rice had been imported in
most years under review and its domestic prices were below import parity
prices suggest that rice consumption had been subsidised, or alternatively,
rice production had been implicitly taxed. Such a conclusion could be valid
even when average parity price falls below domestic prices.

Metzel and Ateng review farmers' perceptions and find certain common
problems associated with all crops, rice and non-rice. These are: high
fertilizer costs, untimely rain and low profitability. However, the problems
of crop diversity are reflected in some of the crop-specific problems
identified by the surveyed farmers. Such problems include: pests for fruits,
vegetables and pulses; flood for pulses and annual fruit crops (banana and
papaya); dry spells for minor cereals and vegetables; declining yields for
minor cereals, pulses and oilseeds; problems of marketing for vegetables
and fruits; and problems in finding labour for some of the cash crops. While
most other papers in this issue consider share of area under non-rice crops
to measure crop diversification (or, share of rice area as lack of
diversification), Metzel and Ateng consider Simpson Index of diversity as
well. Their attempt to explain these farm-level measures in terms of other
farm characteristics is an important addition to the current studies on crop
diversification in Bangladesh. The results reaffirm current views that
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production of minor crops require relatively closer supervision (and
therefore, diversity is lower the greater is the distance of homesteads from
fields), and land characteristics are important in choice of crops. Future
studies are likely to follow their steps to identify constraints to
diversification with a more representative sample and with alternative
specifications of determinants. '

The third paper by Zohir discusses both market and non-market
constraints to crop diversification. His analysis suggests that financial
returns to many of the non-cereal crops are more than those under
alternative rice production. Such profitability is however counter-balanced
by greater variability in market prices of non-cereal crops. The paper
analyses existing data as well as plot-level survey data from the BIDS-
IFPRI study to identify implications of flood-depth level and irrigation
modes for choice of crops. Using two alternative concepts of cropping
pattern, the paper shows that spread of minor irrigation has favoured rice
production at the cost of minor crops; and suggestions are made that the
problem lies with on-farm irrigation management.

The issue of irrigation is more thoroughly taken up in the paper by
Mandal and Dutta, where on-farm irrigation management issues are dealt
with. The paper shows that irrigation technologies and practices introduced
in the country are biased towards rice; and their inappropriateness for non-
rice irrigation relate to size of flow, conveyance canals, water application
methods, water adequacy and non-farm water distribution.

The analysis of supply response by Yunus suggests that rice, in
aggregate is relatively less sensitive to price variations, even though area
under individual rice varieties (such as, high-yielding boro) may appear to
be quite price-elastic. This is because of substitution between different
varieties, even across cropping seasons. The exercise also finds the
traditional cash crops to be price elastic; but not so for crops towards which
current crop diversification programmes are addressed. Ideally, one would
like to incorporate irrigation variables and input prices in any crop supply
analysis. While several studies have recently been completed with greater
rigour, they could not be included in this issue because of its narrow focus.

Ghani, Metzel and Salinger empirically reaffirm our belief that there are
economic potential for exporting some aromatic varieties of rice from
Bangladesh; and therefore, crop production may be diversified away from
coarse variety of rice. They however mention of the thinness of the
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international rice market; and the difficulties to make a breakthrough for
new-comers. More focused studies, in future, on production, marketing and
potentials in export market are warranted. Moreover, implications of the
switch from coarse varieties of rice to finer varieties on employment and
poverty are worth probing.

A number of papers clearly indicate specificity of crop production to
land and other agroecological characteristics. One obvious corollary of this
is the locational concentration of minor crop production. Quasem and
Rahman probe this theme. One interesting finding from the exercise is the
prevalence of lower average yield of a crop in regions that produce the crop
most. No less interesting is the finding that area under some of the minor
crops has been increasing even though their coverage at the national level
had declined. These findings have not been adequately explained in the
paper; and provide interesting agenda for future research.

The initial euphoria about self-sufficiency in rice production had a major
set back in Bangladesh in the recent past. If the swings in rice production
and prices are any basis for speculation about the future, one may hardly
rule out the possibility of a revival. More importantly, with increased
liberalization of markets in the country, it is desirable to offer the farmers a
wider choice set. Thus, the need for facilitating production and marketing of
alternative crops through research on crop diversification remains. This
special issue presents some of the early works in this area; and will
hopefully, generate adequate interest for future research.

BIDS, Dhaka Sajjad Zohir
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