The Importance of Wild Fisheries For
Local Food Security: BANGLADESH

The world’s largest flooded wetland, the Bengal Delta, and the three main river systems that flow from
the Himalayas into the Bay of Bengal contribute to Bangladesh having the third greatest aquatic fish
biodiversity in Asia. Bangladesh’s fisheries represent almost 7% of the world’s inland fish production.
The fisheries sector makes important contributions to the country’s food security, nutritional status
and economic growth through income generation, employment, and foreign exchange.

Food Security: About 41% of children under 5 in Bangladesh are stunted, 16% acutely malnourished, 36%
underweight, and approximately half of children ages 6-59 months are anemic [I]. Although women’s nutritional status
has improved, 24% of women are still considered undernourished, and 42% have some degree of anemia [1]. Vitamin A,
iron, and zinc deficiencies are major public health problems in the country [2]. Annual per capita fish consumption is
estimated to be 18.9 kg and accounts for about 60% of Bangladesh’s animal protein consumption [3]. Small indigenous
fish species (SIS) play an important role in supporting the livelihoods of rural poor households and are an important
source of protein, vitamins, iron, calcium, and other minerals [2, 4]. SIS have high vitamin A content and serve as an
important source of dietary calcium, as the fish are usually
cooked and consumed whole, including bones [4].
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Challenges and National Development Priorities: Bangladesh has the third greatest aquatic fish
biodiversity in Asia, due to the contributions of the three main rivers systems that flow from the Himalayas into the Bay
of Bengal along with the world’s largest flooded wetland, the Bengal Delta [6]. Bangladesh’s wild fisheries represent
almost 7% of the world’s inland fish production and account for 52% of the country’s fish production [3, 6]. A recent
study found fisheries in Bangladesh have low adaptive capacity and high vulnerability to climate change [7]. In addition to
the challenges posed by climate change, wild fisheries are threatened by overexploitation due to poor management and
habitat degradation [6]. In order to mitigate these challenges, one of the country’s investment priorities in fisheries
development is to improve the management of both inland and marine fisheries resources and to restore some open



water wild fisheries [8]. The Department of Fisheries has a mandate “to enhance fisheries resources through enacting
conservation and management measures.” [3]

Fisheries Management: Although there is legislation in place to manage fisheries, there is still a low level of
compliance with and enforcement of fisheries management rules and laws [6, 9]. A study on the management challenges
of small-scale fisheries found that sustainable management systems need to account for social, economic, and ecological
factors and must have strategies in place that include enforcement of policies and laws, collaboration with relevant
institutions, and community participation [10]. The USAID-funded Management of Aquatic Ecosystems through
Community Husbandry (MACH) program serves as an example of a successful sustainable local fisheries management
program. MACH implemented “a multi-disciplinary, multi-sector, and participatory process of planning, implementation,
and monitoring for sustainable wetland resource management” [ I]. The program led to improved food security and
well-being for more than 180,000 of the poorest Bangladeshi citizens; from 1999 to 2006, fish catches in target villages
increased by 140%, consumption by 52%, and average daily household incomes by 33% [II].
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