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1. Introduction and background 

The Blue Gold Program (BGP), implemented from 2013 to end 2021, aimed at improving the livelihoods 
in 22 coastal polders in Khulna, Satkhira and Patuakhali by rehabilitating water infrastructure, 
supporting Water Management Organisations and enhancing agricultural development in order to 
benefit from the increased opportunities facilitated by improved water management. From its start, 
BGP aimed for inclusiveness as a transversal issue, striving that also women and the poorest 
households would benefit -directly or indirectly- from its interventions. For this purpose a gender 
approach had been developed. Poor and landless households were targeted by the homestead Farmer 
Field Schools aiming to increase homestead production, such as poultry rearing and vegetable 
cultivation. The poorest households, in particular those without homestead land, benefited from the 
increased demand for wage labour, forthcoming from the increased cropping intensity and higher 
crops yields. Women became increasingly deployed as wage labourers, also because men from landless 
households found off-farm employment. Over time an increase in wages was observed, especially in 
agricultural peak seasons, including some evidence of a reducing wage gap between men and women. 

When in March 2020 the Covid-19 measures came into effect, many things changed in the BGP polders. 
Transport limitations led to reduced farm gate prices and incomes, whereas the return of male migrant 
workers to their villages increased the local supply of wage labour, resulting in less work for women 
wage labourers, thus less income. Lockdown and hygiene measures also led to increased domestic 
work for women; domestic violence reportedly increased. Reduced incomes led to less food available, 
especially in the poorer households, with women sacrificing food by skipping meals more often than 
male household members1. 

This situation led to the initiative for collective 
vegetable cultivation for women’s groups, which 
started in November 2020. This initiative was also 
inspired by existing examples of women’s collective 
actions in Bangladesh, which contributed to 
increased income and empowerment of the 
involved women.  

 
2. Objective 

The immediate rationale for the collective vegetable cultivation initiative were the detrimental effects 
of the covid-19 pandemic on the poorest women in the Blue Gold area, loosing income opportunities 
and experiencing a reduced purchasing power, even for basic needs as food. The initiative aimed to 
provide a supply of vegetables for own consumption, with some surplus for sales, hence for some extra 
income. Moreover, the group initiative also created opportunities for women to meet and support 
each other, though sticking to covid-19 measures, such as social distancing.  

  

 
1 See the report on the rapid Covid-19 survey by the Blue Gold Program: Final Report Covid-19 Survey of 3 June 
2021 



3. Selection criteria and group formation  

In coordination with BGP’s field staff, two polders were selected for the implementation of this 
activity: polders 55/2A and 47/4 in Patuakhali. For the women a main selection criterion was that 
they would belong to the poorest households, with a special emphasis on destitute women and poor 
women household heads.  

The following steps were taken to form the groups: 
 Disseminating information on the proposed activities to the Water Management Groups 

(WMG) and the community. 
 During regular WMG meetings potential women were identified from among the target 

group, with the additional requirement that they would have interest in vegetable 
cultivation as well as some basic skills. 

 Preparation of the final lists of farmers in close cooperation with WMG executive 
members and the community. 

 Preparation of regulation books for every group to document the resolutions, decisions 
(e.g. on future planning, such as how to use the money from sales), made during group 
meetings. 

 Selection of 5 committee members, including the group leader, for every group, based on 
agreed procedures and involving all group members.  

In total 11 groups were formed with 208 members in total, see table 1 on the next page for more 
details.  

4. Approach  

Blue Gold’s  Community Development Facilitators (CDFs) of 
the polders 55/2A and 47/4, together with the national 
gender expert and WMG leaders, motivated and supported 
the selected women through face-to-face and virtual 
discussions to cultivate winter vegetables. For each group 
access to land was arranged, either khas land, such as 
unused government land and/or dykes, or leased land (paid 
by contributions of the group members), ranging between 
about 5 and 50 decimals per group. The list of vegetables to 
be grown was finalized together with the group members, 
with 6 different vegetables for the groups in polder 55/2A and 2 vegetables for the polder 47/4 groups. 
However, the group members in polder 47/4 groups also received seeds for a third vegetable (red 
amaranth), which was cultivated at an individual 
basis only for consumption by the family. BGP 
purchased the various seeds to the groups such as 
red amaranth, sweet gourd, bottle gourd and 
radish. Based on a rotational schedule, the women 
worked in the field to prepare the land and the beds, 
to prepare fencing, seeding, weeding etc. Once the 
first vegetables could be harvested, the group 
members could fulfil the needs of their family; the 
remaining vegetables were sold. In polder 55/2A the 
money earned from the sales of the vegetables was kept by the group leaders to invest in the next 
season, e.g. for land lease and/or to buy inputs such as seeds – as agreed by the group members. In 



polder 47/4 the cash income was distributed among the group members, because they decided not to 
continue with the collective vegetable cultivation (see below under Results for more explanation).  

Apart from support from BGP field staff (the 
CDFs), also the WMG played a role in 
supporting and monitoring the women’s 
groups, especially in addressing any 
emergencies. It had been agreed from the 
start, that the groups would pay 1% of their 
profit to the WMG (sales minus costs). The 
WMG also would get another 1% benefit for 
land processing purpose, in line with the 
group decisions as also documented in their 
regulation book.  

After all winter season vegetables had been 
harvested (in December 2020 / January 
2021) the groups in polder 55/2A decided to 
continue the collective vegetable cultivation, or even expand it. For example, Akhoye baria group hired 
another 50 decimal land for the summer season and cultivated bitter gourd, snake gourd, ladies 
fingers, sweet gourd and Indian spinach. They also sold the leaves of sweet and bitter gourds, earning 
extra money.  

Table 1. Group size, land size, vegetables cultivates and profit per group up till Mid-March.  

WMG Name # of group 
members 

Land size in 
decimals 

Vegetable crops Profit in taka up till mid-March 2021 
(wintercrop and first sales summercrop) 

In taka per group 
Akhoye baria  
Bahar mouza 
in P55/2A 

2 groups, 
jointly 51 
members 

30 decimal 
winter; 80 
decimal in 

total in 
summer 

Bottle gourd 
Sweet gourd 

Red amaranth 
Snake gourd 

cabbage, radish 

51,000 (for the 2 groups) 
NB they also sold the leaves of the 

bottle and sweet gourds 

Sonkhola in 
P55/2A 

32 13 do 4240 

Bathage  
chikerbad in 
P55/2A 

25 30  
(khal dyke) 

do 2000 

Hazirhat  in 
P55/2A 

25 24 do 4200 

Nig botkajol 
bangra in 
P55/2A 

25 23 do 2600 

Compane 
khal P47/4 (2 
groups) 

2 groups, 
jointly 20 
members 

55  
(khal dyke) 

Sweet gourd 
Bottle gourd & 
Redamarnath  

6950 

Khakuiar khal 
P47/4  

10 5 do 3000 

Amtoli khal 
P47/4 

10 4 do 1080 



 

5. Networking  

All women’s groups built a good relation with their Upazila agriculture officer and the SAAO 
(Agricultural Extension officer) in their area, who appreciated this initiative, including the process and 
methodology. The group leaders and 
the concerned CDFs of BGP used to 
communicate with them to ensure 
services for the group members, such 
as advice of the Upazila agriculture 
office and the provision of free 
fertilizer during the winter season.   

The CDFs informed the SAAO on the 
meeting dates of the groups, so he 
could attend the meeting and visit 
vegetables garden (see picture). The 
Upazila agriculture officer also visited 
the gardens. They have good relations 
with the UP representative and 
community leaders. The community leaders helped the groups to get fair price from market actors.  

6. Monitoring and follow-up by BGP  

Especially the CDF of polder 55/2A regularly 
visited the group members and/or group leaders, 
and participated in meetings, also providing 
suggestions after visiting the vegetable gardens. 
In polder 47/4 the visits of the CDF were more 
occasionally. The gender expert always follow-up 
with the CDFs through cell phone and 
communicated virtually with group members and 
community leaders. Every field visit she 
conducted meetings with all groups, visited the 
vegetable gardens, and provided required advice. BGP’s zonal coordinator also visited the vegetable 
gardens.  

7. Results, challenges and future planning 

After the winter season all group members in polder 55/2A realized that collective vegetable 
cultivation is a good way to earn income and contribute vegetables to the family. They continued the 
joint vegetable cultivation by having also a summer crop. Their plan is that each group of 10-12 
members will jointly purchase about 100 decimals of land using their savings money and/or own 
contributions, to enable year-round vegetable cultivation. They intend to divide the land in separate 
rows or beds in order to grow different types of vegetables at different times in each row or bed, 
including at any dykes, so they will have vegetables year-round available for consumption and sales. In 
this way they can spread their profit.  

Shanirbor 
khal P47/4 

10 5 do 1200 

Total 208   76,270 



The groups in polder 47/4 polder, however, do not seem to continue the collective vegetable 
cultivation initiative for several reasons. Their production of winter vegetables was diminished because 
(i) thieves harvested the gourds just before the groups intended to harvest and sell them; (ii) the CDF 
in this polder was less motivated to support the groups; and (iii) at the end the groups members were 
also less motivated, which was at least partially caused by the stealing of their harvests.  

Challenges: Many challenges were 
there such as different opinions from group 
members, getting a fair price for selling 
products, and the fact that transporting their 
produce to the market was not easy for 
them. However, the groups could mitigate 
most of these problems through open 
discussions with group members, group 
leaders, community leaders and/or WMG 
leaders. For example, the marketing 
problem was addressed by arranging that a traders came to them to buy the vegetables. However, the 
problem in polder 47/4 of thieves stealing the sweet gourds was not possible to solve. In April and May 
2021 the vegetable production in all groups that had continued growing summer vegetables was 
severely affected by drought due to lack of rain; only the two Akhoye baria groups in polder 55/2A 
were able to irrigate their vegetables, thus saving their harvests.   

     8.  Conclusions  
Collective activities can be an effective approach to involve women in economic activities, and as a 
step towards women empowerment. 
On average, the value of the sales of 
the winter vegetables (with some first 
sales of summer vegetables) varied 
between about 100 and 300 taka per 
group member, with an exception of 
the two Akhoye Baria groups with an 
average sales of 1000 taka per person. 
This is in addition to fulfilling the need 
for vegetables from their 
families.  Women have seen that doing 
collective activities can work, which may motivate them to take more initiatives. A varying level of 
spirit and motivation to engage in future plans was observed. As women worked together, there was 
some increase of their social networks. 

This initiative also showed that external factors can be decisive for success or failure: either natural 
problems (drought) or man-made challenges (thieves stealing the produce from the land). Such factors 
are often beyond the control of the groups.  

Continuation without the support of Blue Gold staff seems more likely for the groups in polder 55/2A 
than in polder 47/4, for reasons already discussed. The women’s groups that continue can buy all 
inputs by themselves, using the money they saved from the first sales. They may also get some 
support from DAE, in particular in the form of advice and some fertilizer.  

  


