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Executive Summary

Background and Issues

Export of tobacco leaves from Bangladesh is a relatively new 

phenomenon, but it is becoming an expanding agricultural 

export. Starting from a very low or non-existent base, at more 

than $80 million, raw tobacco export is the most important 

agricultural export after jute in terms of value1. Past government 

efforts in the form of increased export incentives and active 

participation of the tobacco industry with access to foreign 

markets have contributed to the gradual growth of this sector in 

recent years. However, the sector has not been without 

controversy. Since 2008, Government has reversed its policy 

towards tobacco by withdrawing the cash incentives provided 

to exporters and imposing duty on export of tobacco leaf.  

The study makes an attempt at evaluating the impact of 

tobacco cultivation on the farmers. It mainly focuses on the 

socio-economic aspects and aims to provide an objective 

analysis to shed light on some of the pertinent aspects of the 

impact of tobacco cultivation on farmers. Specifically, using a 

variety of indicators obtained from various sources and the 

findings of a field level survey, the study tries to address issues 

such as: What are the economic reasons for the farmers to grow 

tobacco? Whether tobacco farmers are better off in terms of 

income and asset holding and accumulation compared with 

non-tobacco growing farmers? Does tobacco farming have 

negative impact on environment in terms of soil degradation 

and destruction of forest? Roles of the tobacco industry in 

providing inputs and training, secured prices/ market access, 

and relationship between tobacco companies and contract 

farmers are also reviewed. 

Methodology and Data

The study uses data from national, international and tobacco 

industry sources to compare Bangladesh’s scenario with 

international comparator markets. However, farm/household 

level data for tobacco and other farmers could not be obtained 

from available published sources to conduct analysis on their 

economic and social conditions and environmental issues. 

Hence, questionnaires were designed with a view to get 

answers about specific issues that the study intended to focus 

on. Nielsen Bangladesh collected the field level primary data 

from three key tobacco cultivating regions of Bangladesh: 

Rangpur, Kushtia and Chittagong Hill Tracts. The survey covered 

600 farmers, of which 400 farmers cultivate tobacco and others 

cultivate non-tobacco crops. For follow up analysis and for the 

better understanding of some of the issues, a  second round of 

survey was carried out with a smaller sample size of 200 tobacco 

farmers in the three original tobacco cultivation regions. Nielsen 

Bangladesh also helped to tabulate and process the primary 

data from the questionnaires. 

 Key Findings

 The key conclusions of the study are listed below:

 1. Farmers cultivate tobacco because it yields the highest return
among all other crops. 

 2. As a cash crop tobacco supersedes all other cash crops as it
provides a large sum of cash in one go. 

 3. More than two thirds of farmers report that tobacco does not
compete with other food grains. 

 4. In terms of income and assets positions, tobacco farmers are
much better off than their non-tobacco growing counterparts. 

 5. Proactive role of tobacco companies in promoting tobacco
cultivation is recognized, but there is no evidence of interference 
in actual farming activities. 

 6. Greater awareness is still needed among the farmers to eliminate
child labor. In most cases it has been seen that children working 
in tobacco farming are doing so during holidays or after school 
hours. 

7. Regarding the health impact of tobacco cultivation, most (about
89%) of the  farmers in the second round survey reported that 
tobacco cultivation does not cause human disease. It is unclear 
that the rest of the farmers suffering from skin disease and 
respiratory problems is the result of tobacco cultivation and 
green leaf handling.

 8. Most of the farmers support the notion that tobacco cultivation 
in general requires more pesticide and fertilizers compared to 
other major crops despite the low  recommended dosage for 
tobacco compared to the other crops. Better access to credit and 
fertilizer for tobacco farmers  explains this phenomenon.

 9. The campaign against tobacco consumption at home should not
be mixed up with tobacco leaf export. 

1 
Source: Export Promotion Bureau
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I. Introduction

This study makes an attempt at evaluating the impact of 

tobacco cultivation on the farmers. It mainly focuses on the 

socio-economic aspects and aims to provide an objective 

analysis to shed light on some of the pertinent aspects of the 

impact of tobacco cultivation on farmers. In general, tobacco 

cultivation has a long history in Bangladesh dating back to 1751. 

Over the course of time and among the various crops produced 

in Bangladesh, tobacco is playing an increasingly important role 

in creating employment and income opportunities for farmers 

and also aiding in earning vital foreign currency for the country. 

   

However, this sector has not been without controversy. Even 

though tobacco cultivation has been seen as profitable by some, 

many others have tended to view it as a crop which is 

burdensome, both socially and economically. The issues raised 

by the groups against tobacco cultivation supporters can 

essentially be categorized under three broad categories:  

economic, social and environmental issues. Industry analysts 

however argue that the allegations are mostly unfair and do not 

take into account the benefits of tobacco cultivation in an 

objective manner. It has also been observed that there is no 

concrete analysis to scrutinize these claims. This research has 

been conducted to portray the real picture in this industry. 

Using a variety of indicators and a field level survey, the research 

report tries to address issues such as: What economic factors 

have induced tobacco farmers to cultivate tobacco as one of 

their major crops? Is the standard of living of tobacco farmers 

better than that of non-tobacco farmers? Does tobacco farming 

have negative impact on environment in terms of soil 

degradation and destruction of forest? 

In order to find answers to these questions/issues, the report 

uses secondary information and utilizes primary survey data 

collected from the three key tobacco cultivating regions of 

Bangladesh: Rangpur, Kushtia and Chittagong Hill Tracts. The 

survey covered 600 farmers, of which 400 farmers cultivate 

tobacco and others cultivate non-tobacco crops. Analyzing the 

information gathered from both primary and secondary sources, 

the study identifies the economic factors which have induced 

farmers to cultivate tobacco relative to other crops. The key 

conclusions of the study are that: (i) in comparison with other 

crops, tobacco cultivation yields the highest rate of return and 

by a fairly big margin; and (ii) on the basis of important 

indicators, like income and asset holding, tobacco farmers are 

much well off compared to non-tobacco farmers. The survey 

results also indicate that tobacco cultivation does not cause loss 

of land productivity, health hazards or environmental damages. 

 

Section II, which follows the introductory section, provides a 

snapshot of the tobacco industry in Bangladesh comparing with 

other countries. In Section III, a brief discussion is provided on 

the relationship between the tobacco farmers and tobacco 

companies who buy raw tobacco from the registered farmers 

and provide support to them. The following section (Section IV) 

includes a snapshot of the sample areas, section V provides a 

description of the sampling methodology. A discussion of 

results derived from the sample survey is presented in Section 

VI. The final section VII presents the concluding observations.
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II. A Snapshot of Tobacco Cultivation in 

Bangladesh

General Trend

Essentially, three types of tobacco crops are grown in 

Bangladesh: Flue Cured Virginia (for Cigarette), Air Cured Burley 

(for export) and Dark Air Cured (Bidi, Cigar etc). Overall tobacco 

production in Bangladesh has increased in recent years. 

However, Bangladesh is not one of the key players in the 

tobacco cultivation industry as of now. Tobacco crop of 

Bangladesh contributes just over 0.74% of the global 

production (Table 1). Moreover, compared with the production 

levels of regional counterparts such as China, India and Pakistan, 

Bangladesh can be considered as a marginal player.

Figure 1:  Tobacco Production Trend (‘000 MT) 

Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics and Ministry of Agriculture

Table 1: World Tobacco Production Trend (‘000 MT)

Source: Tobacco Atlas, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics and Ministry of Agriculture

In terms of land area under tobacco cultivation, a clear 

upward trend is visible. Since 2001, the total land area under 

tobacco cultivation increased from about 29,947 hectares in 

2001 to approximately 40,000 hectares in 2010 (Figure 2). 

Despite the increase, land under tobacco cultivation still 

accounts for only 0.7% of the total cultivable land in Bangladesh.

Figure 2:  Total Tobacco Cultivable Land (In Hectares)

Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics and Ministry of Agriculture

The upward trend in tobacco cultivation gained momentum 

only in recent years, following a much slower pace of expansion 

recorded in tobacco compared to other crops during the period 

1978-2006. From the graph below (Figure 3), we can deduce that 

the cultivation of other crops, especially rice, potato and 

vegetables, have grown at a faster pace compared to tobacco. 

Due to the sluggish nature of the cultivation trend of tobacco 

relative to other crops, in our graph the tobacco trend line is 

virtually non-existent as it is overridden by the trend lines of 

other crops. 

Figure 3: Cultivation Trend of Tobacco and Other Crops

 (In Thousand Hectares)

Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics

The increase in cultivable land is closely associated with the 

productivity gains and yield recorded in tobacco cultivation. 

Tobacco crop productivity was low in the early 2000s, but has 

increased substantially thereafter, albeit from a very low base. 

The increase in productivity and yield coincided with the 

government policy to promote tobacco export through export 

incentive and the positive response from the tobacco 

companies to join hands with the government. In particular, 

substantial investments were made for farmers’ training, 

research and development and soil quality improvement etc. 

Country  2006 2007 2008 2009

China  2,075 1,975 2,350 2,501

India  456 680 800 880

Brazil 750 748 750 680

USA  300 322 351 333

EU 137 128 131 130

Argentina  133 122 124 125

Pakistan  75 80 85 110

Bangladesh  43 39 40 41

Others  879 778 841 750

Total  4,848 4,872 5,471 5,550
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Figure 4:  Tobacco Yield in Bangladesh (Kg per Hectares)

Source: Industry data

Even though the overall number of agricultural labor force is 

declining nationally based on the national labor force data, 

tobacco cultivation has seen an increase in the number of 

farmers: in 2010-11 fiscal year there were over 165,000 farmers 

directly involved in tobacco cultivation.

Figure 5: Total Tobacco Farmers of Bangladesh

Source: Industry Data

The increase in the number of farmers and the area under 

tobacco cultivation is also attributable to the increase in 

tobacco price received by farmers. The average price received by 

farmers in nominal terms has increased by approximately 87% 

in the period between 2001 and 2011 (Figure-7). However, after 

accounting for inflation and converting the average price per Kg 

in real terms (Base Year 2010), we observe a persistent decline in 

the average price received in the period 2001-07.  Following the 

spike in tobacco price in 2009, the real average price received by 

farmers increased sharply. Since there has been an increase in 

production of tobacco from 2001 due to both increased 

productivity and acreage, real income from tobacco farming has 

been increasing over the last decade. A dip in price in 2010 

corroborates the idea of export duty imposition, inventory 

correction and an increase in competition which caused the 

average price to fall, which is very similar in nature to other 

crops/cash crops. 

Figure 6: Nominal Average (Price per Kg)

Source: Department of Agriculture Extension, Ministry of Agriculture

Figure 7: Real Average Price of Tobacco ( Price per Kg)

Source: Department of Agriculture Extension, Ministry of Agriculture
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of tobacco exports has been 

experienced in FY 2011
$80
m i l l i o n

External Aspects of Tobacco Cultivation
 

Bangladesh has an export led growth strategy. In the past, in 

order to diversify exports, the Government of Bangladesh (GOB) 

encouraged the tobacco industry to identify and look into 

growing and exporting high quality tobacco to countries like 

USA, Indonesia, Malaysia,  and the EU countries. In line with this 

strategy, the GOB declared a 10% cash incentive on tobacco 

export since 2003. The main idea behind this move was to make 

the price of Bangladeshi produce more competitive relative to 

other countries in the region.

 

As a result of the move undertaken by the government in 2003, 

according to industry sources, tobacco companies reacted by 

releasing resources amounting to roughly US$50 million to 

enhance quality, increase productivity and improve facilities. All 

these efforts have been successful in establishing Bangladesh in 

the world market. Currently, Bangladesh exports tobacco to over 

20 countries including the EU and the USA. Furthermore, since 

Bangladesh is one of the Least Developing Countries (LDCs), it 

enjoys duty free exports to a number of countries. As a result of 

greater demand for exports, there have been a number of 

knock-on effects, some of which are listed below:

 

• Tobaccohasturnedintoaprimecashcropinanumberof
 areas such as Kurigram, Lalmonirhat, and Nilphamari which

 aided poverty alleviation, especially helping the poor during

 the Monga (Bangla term referring to cyclical phenomenon of

 quasi famine) in these tobacco growing districts in Northen 

 side of Bangaldesh.

• Tobaccocultivationgeneratedemploymentforthousandsof
 farmers/agricultural labors in tobacco growing areas due to

 the cultivation of export quality tobacco. Furthermore, 

 according to industry sources, another 100,000 jobs may have

 been created in tobacco export related activities.

• IntheRangpurdivision,tobaccocultivationutilizes
 fallow sandy river beds of Teesta, Dharola and other estuaries  

 for the production of profitable tobacco crop. Generally these  

 lands are not suitable for the cultivation for food grains such  

 as paddy as it requires a static water level for a very long

 period and thus need a lot of irrigation.

• Thesepositivegainswerealsoreflectedinthegrowthofraw
 tobacco exports from Bangladesh. In FY10, tobacco export  

 proceeds amounted to more than US$50 million and the  

 amount increased further to more than US$80 million in FY11.

 

Despite the very favorable response of tobacco farmers and 

industry to the call for cash crop and export diversification, the 

policy environment started to shift against tobacco cultivation. 

Since 2008, the Government took out the 10% cash subsidy just 

when the export volume started to pick up and Bangladesh’s 

name as an important player was being established. Furthermore, 

a 10% duty on tobacco exports has been imposed effective FY11 

budget which seriously eroded the competitiveness of 

Bangladeshi exports.  The loss of 10% export incentive and the 

imposition of 10% export tax entailed a net 20% loss for 

exporters due to the policy shifts over the last 4 years.

  

Bangladesh is probably the only country in the world which has 

imposed an export tax on tobacco production; in most other 

countries, tobacco export and cultivation receive active policy 

support from the governments.

The important implications of the imposition of the 10% export 

tax are listed below:

• SomeoftheBlue-Chiptobaccocompanieshavealready
 removed or are in the process of removing Bangladesh from  

 their list of supply chain due to frequent changes in policy  

 stance.

• Tobaccofarmers,whocultivatethisessentiallyasacashcrop,
 are likely to be hit severely if export markets are lost.

• Intheshortrun,itwouldbeextremelydifficulttoreplacethe
 role tobacco plays in the tobacco growing regions for a

 number of reasons: 

  a) Farmers have gathered rich experience in cultivating

    tobacco 

  b) Well developed and formalized markets 

  c) Tobacco has been more profitable to cultivate

   compared to other crops 

  d) Relatively stable demand for tobacco in the world market.

• Tobaccoexport,whichbecamethemostimportantagro
 export after jute, may even disappear from Bangladesh’s

 export basket if this policy is continued for long.

Tobacco Cultivation: An Assessment of Socio-Economic and Environmental Impacts          5



III. Relationship between Tobacco 

Companies and Farmers

There are two important aspects of tobacco cultivation: firstly, 

the contract between tobacco farmers and tobacco companies 

and secondly, the minimum price fixed by the government in 

consultation with the stakeholders of the farming process. Both 

these aspects need special attention as some of the allegations 

stem from them. Discussed below is a typical contract between 

farmers and tobacco companies and the minimum price issue:

• The contract usually fixes the amount of land to be used to

 grow tobacco and the type of tobacco that is to be grown.  

 Moreover, the company also fixes the amount of tobacco to  

 be produced. Tobacco companies are not bound legally to  

 buy excess amount or be responsible if excess land is used  

 instead of the prescribed level.

• Thecompanyprovidesfreeseedsandextensionservicesas
 and when required. The amount of seeds provided is   

 determined by the tobacco company.

• Thelandthatischosentogrowtobacco,whetherownedor
 leased, must have a barn. Furthermore, the setting up and  

 maintenance cost of the barn should be borne by the farmer. 

• Thefarmerisobligatedbythecontracttodeliverhisproduce
 at his own expense to the tobacco company buying center.

• Whentransferringtheproducetothebuyingcenterthe
 farmer should grade his produce according to the   

 government stipulated grading system. Moreover each bale  

 shouldn’t weigh more than 70 Kg.

• Accordingtothecontract,iftheleavesfallbelowcertain
 standards, for example if leaves are damaged or if it contains  

 moisture and non-tobacco matters in the bale for more than  

 15%, the leaves will not be accepted.

• Companyrepresentativeswilladviseonfarmingtechniques
 and farmers are legally bound to take their advice.     

• Theproducewillhavetocomefromcompanyprovided
 seeds otherwise the company is not bound to buy.

• Farmershavetoabidebyallkindsofsafeguardmeasures,
 including health and environment, during the cultivation  

 process.

• Identificationcardswillbeprovidedtofarmers,whichwould
 need to be displayed when dealing with the company.

• Registrationistobecancellediftheproduceissoldtoother
 companies. Sale to outsiders will be only allowed when  

 produce has been rejected by the tobacco company they are  

 registered with.  

• Priceandgradingisbasedongovernmentdeterminedlevels
 and standards.

• Toensuretransparency,theproducewillbeboughtinfront
 of a government official (depending on availability) along  

 with the buyer and seller.

• Inbetweenpaymentandselling,iftheproducegetsrejected
 for any reason, the farmer will have to remove it at his/her  

 own expense.

• Ifduetonegativeexogenousshocksthecompanyisnotable
 to acquire or buy the fixed amount of produce then the  

 company can not be held liable for it. 

• Farmersneedtoensurethatinsectsdonotdamageproduce.
 However, it is recommended that farmers do not use any  

 pesticide which is not recommended by the Department of  

 Agriculture.

• Itisrecommendedtoensurebalancedfertilizationtoprotect
 soil health. To reduce dependency on chemical fertilizers  

 usage of composed and green fertilizer is highly   

 recommended as well.

• UsingChildLaborisprohibitedforcontractfarmers.
• Forcuringpurposes,itisrecommendednottocollectfuel
 from restricted areas or reserve forest.

IV. Snapshot of the Sample Areas

For the purposes of the study, data has been collected from 

specific locations in Rangpur, Kushtia and Chittagong Hill Tracts. 

In this section we will discuss some key economic and social 

development indicators of the farmers of these areas and 

compare them with national averages in order to obtain an 

understanding of the general socio-economic condition of 

these areas.   

Poverty

There have been substantial changes in the Poverty Gap Index 

and the Squared Poverty Gap Index across the six divisions in 

Bangladesh over a ten year time span. On a national level, from 

1996-2005, there has been an observable reduction in the 

Poverty Gap Index. As far as our sample areas are concerned, all 

three sample areas made significant improvements. For 

instance, Chittagong1 reduced its Poverty Gap Index from 

double digits in 1995 to single digit in 2005, Rajshahi2 also made 

marked improvement. However, even though Khulna3 has 

reduced Poverty Gap Index, the decline has been relatively slow 

reducing from 12.4 in 1995 to 10.8 in 2005. Notwithstanding 

some 

1 
Chittagong Hill Tracts is under Chittagong division.

2 
Rangpur is under Rajshahi division.

3 
Kushtia is under Khulna division.
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•

• Thecompanyprovidesfreeseedsandextensionservicesas

• Thelandthatischosentogrowtobacco,whetherownedor

• Thefarmerisobligatedbythecontracttodeliverhisproduce

• Whentransferringtheproducetothebuyingcenterthe

• Accordingtothecontract,iftheleavesfallbelowcertain

• Companyrepresentativeswilladviseonfarmingtechniques

• Theproducewillhavetocomefromcompanyprovided

• Farmershavetoabidebyallkindsofsafeguardmeasures,

• Identificationcardswillbeprovidedtofarmers,whichwould

• Registrationistobecancellediftheproduceissoldtoother

• Priceandgradingisbasedongovernmentdeterminedlevels

• Toensuretransparency,theproducewillbeboughtinfront

• Inbetweenpaymentandselling,iftheproducegetsrejected

• Ifduetonegativeexogenousshocksthecompanyisnotable

• Farmersneedtoensurethatinsectsdonotdamageproduce.

• Itisrecommendedtoensurebalancedfertilizationtoprotect

• UsingChildLaborisprohibitedforcontractfarmers.
• Forcuringpurposes,itisrecommendednottocollectfuel

disparity in the rural urban scenario, the overall picture shows a 

decline in the Poverty Gap Index across the three sample areas. 

The value of the Squared Poverty Index provides information on 

the severity of poverty and we can deduce from the data that 

the severity of poverty has declined across Bangladesh and the 

same can be said about our sample areas. Rajshahi exhibited the 

biggest decline in Squared Poverty Index while Khulna`s decline 

was less than spectacular.

Education

Table 2: Education Profile of Respondents

Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 

Compared to the national net intake in primary education both 

Rajshahi and Khulna compares favorably with other regions; 

however Chittagong is lagging behind slightly. As with the net 

intake in primary education, a similar picture emerges for the 

net primary school completion rate. Interestingly the transition 

rate to secondary school is higher for Chittagong and Khulna 

when compared to the national level, however on this count 

Rajshahi is lagging. 

Health

According to the information obtained from Bangladesh Bureau 

of Statistics, maternal mortality rate is higher in both Rajshahi 

and Khulna compared to that of the national level. However, the 

rates for Khulna and Rajshahi compare favorably relative to 

other districts except for Dhaka.  

Table 3: Maternal Mortality Ratio by Division

Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics

Net Intake 

Rate in 

Primary 

Education

Net Primary 

School 

Attendance 

Rate

Net Primary 

School 

Completion 

Rate

Transition 

Rate to 

Secondary 

School

Net Secondary 

School 

Attendance 

Rate

Barisal  62.6 84.1 52.1 87.8 42.2

Chittagong1  66.5 83.2 44.4 91.8 38.0

Dhaka  64.2 78.3 44.3 89.1 37.6

Khulna2   74.5 87.0 53.3 91.9 46.5

Rajshahi3 68.5 79.9 47.6 87.2 39.4

Sylhet 73.5 81.7 44.3 82.6 30.1

National 67.4 81.3 46.7 89.1 38.8

(Per 1,000 live births) 

  Total Rural Urban

Barisal 4.38 4.56 2.87

Chittagong1 4.14 4.19 3.92

Dhaka 3.51 4.07 2.17

Khulna2 3.95 4.25 3.36

Rajshahi3 3.96 4.02 3.38

Sylhet 4.50 4.55 3.44

National 3.65 3.87 2.53

Maternal Mortality Ratio by Division for the

year 2004

1 
Chittagong Hill Tracts is under Chittagong division.

2 
Kushtia is under Khulna division.

3 
Rangpur is under Rajshahi division.

the samples areas have 

experienced an observable 

reduction in their Poverty 

Gap Index 

ALL
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V. Sample Survey Methodology

The aim of the survey was to assess the economic and social 
impact of tobacco cultivation in the lives of the farmers (both 
tobacco and non-tobacco farmers). A sample size of 600 respon-
dents was considered. Of the respondents, tobacco farmers vs. 
non-tobacco farmers were in the ratio 2:1 and among the farmers, 
registered tobacco farmers of a tobacco company vs. other 
farmers was in the ratio 1:1. In considering a farmer as a tobacco 
grower, a criterion was set that the farmer must be involved in 
tobacco cultivation for a minimum of 5 years. 

The sampling method used is stratified random sampling as the 
respondents to be surveyed were stratified according to the 
different tobacco growing regions based on their tobacco 
production. Tobacco cultivation is primarily focused in 3 regions: 
Rangpur, Kushtia and Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT). Based on the 
volume of tobacco production in the 3 regions, the survey sample 
sizes for Rangpur, Kushtia and CHT were determined to be in the 
ratio 3:1:1, respectively. 

Table 4: Breakdown of Sample Respondents

On the basis of the criteria described above, the table 4 shows the 
breakdown of the sample respondents.

It was observed that in a village where tobacco was cultivated 
nearly all the farmers were involved in tobacco farming, thus to 
get non-tobacco farmers respondents the interviewers had to 
visit nearby other villages. A total of 6 villages in Mirpur Thana, 8 
villages in Doulatpur Thana and 9 villages in Shoilakupa Thana 
were covered in the Kushtia / Jhenaidah districts.  Five villages in 
Aditmari Thana were covered in Rangpur.  Three villages in Sadar 
Thana and 4 from Lama Thana were covered in the Bandarban 
district under Chittagong Hill Tracts region.

A structured questionnaire was used in conducting the survey 
with a few open ended questions where the similar responses 
were clustered into a common group and coded. Interviewers 
visited the homes of the farmers to conduct the survey and the 
time taken for conducting one interview ranged from 50 to 75 
minutes.

A second round survey was carried out with a portion of the 
tobacco farmers who had already participated in the original 
tobacco related survey for better understanding and to clarify 
some of the issues associated with tobacco cultivation. A smaller 
sample size of 200 tobacco farmers was considered for this follow 
up exercise. In considering a farmer as a tobacco grower, the 
criterion was same as in the earlier survey mentioned above. The 
respondents surveyed in the follow up exercises were stratified 
according to the 3 original tobacco cultivation regions: Rangpur, 
Kushtia and Chittagong Hill Tracts

VI. Discussion of Results

As discussed in the introduction, the issues raised against 

tobacco cultivation can be categorized into three broad 

categories; namely economic, social and environmental issues. 

Specifically the three key questions that this paper is trying to 

answer are:

• Why are tobacco farmers more inclined to produce tobacco?

The issue has been addressed in terms of differences in 

economic indicators between tobacco and non-tobacco 

farmers in terms of rates of return, income and wealth.

• Determine whether the social/health issues raised by the

anti-tobacco groups match the ground level evidence. The 

discussion also includes observations made by farmers about 

environmental consequences of tobacco cultivation.

• Are there any significant differences in farming systems and

extension services received by the two types of farmers? 

Access to inputs and credit are looked at in the context of the 

two types of farmers and also to what extent the differential 

access to important inputs are attributable to institutional 

support and economic strength of the farmers. 

 Kushtia Rangpur CHT  Total

Tobacco Farmers 240 80 80 400 

Non-Tobacco Farmers 120 40 40 200 

Total 360 120 120 600 

RANGPUR

CHITTAGONG

KUSHTIA

Sample Area
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higher average income are 

earned by tobacco farmers 

than non-tobacco farmers
30%

Economic Indicators

This sub-section analyses income, profit and asset ownerships of 

tobacco and non-tobacco farmers. Starting with discussions on 

income and profit, the analysis also covers the asset bases for 

both sets of farmers and provides observations on growing the 

best alternative crop.

Income and Profit

Figure 8: Average Earnings of Tobacco Farmers (in Tk.)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

The average income earned by tobacco farmers is around 30% 

higher than non-tobacco farmers. The significantly higher 

income for the tobacco farmers is attributable to higher rates of 

return/income from tobacco, higher asset base of tobacco 

farmers in terms of size of cultivated land, and a higher rate of 

land acquisition by tobacco farmers.

Figure 9: Profits Derived from Tobacco Cultivation (in Tk.)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

The higher average income of tobacco farmers is primarily 

attributable to the significantly higher average profit/income 

earned from tobacco production per unit of land (decimal). Out 

of the five major crops-rice, jute, wheat, tobacco, and 

pulses-tobacco has the highest return per decimal. Compared to 

rice, the return from tobacco is about 18.6% higher. Compared 

with the other cash crop jute, the return from tobacco is 

estimated to be about 33% higher on average. When compared 

with the return from the most preferred alternative crop of the 

tobacco farmers, which is wheat (see figure 9), the rate of return 

per unit of cultivated land is much more than double. The 

average profit earned per kilogram is also the highest for 

tobacco by a significant margin compared with the other four 

competing crops.

Figure 10: Reason for Cultivating Tobacco

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

The main reason for farmers growing tobacco is attributed to its 

high profit compared to other crops. To know the reason for 

cultivating tobacco, respondents from the sample area were 

asked several questions and told to rank them. Here (see Figure 

10) a rating scale of 1and 2 has been used for each particular 

reason of growing tobacco where 1 indicates the highest 

preference and 2 indicates the lowest. Half of the farmers (50%) 

responded that they grow tobacco because adjacent farmers of 

his village are cultivating it. Buyback selling guarantee has also 

•
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•

•
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been cited as one of the important reasons by a significant 

proportion (approximately 43 %) of them.

Figure 11: Cash Generation by Tobacco

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Cultivating tobacco has various advantages among which, 

according to farmers surveyed, the main benefit is that it 

generates cash quickly. The second most important advantage 

stated by farmers is that cultivating tobacco is more profitable 

compared to other crops, followed by buy back selling 

guarantee.

Table 5: Tobacco vs. Other Food Grains (in %)

 

         
Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Across the sample more than two-thirds of the farmers out of 

both tobacco and non-tobacco groups said that tobacco 

cultivation did not compete with cultivation of food grains. This 

is a sensible result since tobacco is a portfolio crop and is by no 

means a substitute for food grains.

Land Holding and Tenure Status

Asset holding of farmers is another important determinant of 

income for the farmers, which is best determined on the basis of 

land holding and tenure status. A review of land areas cultivated 

by the two types of farmers indicates that tobacco farmers have 

much higher cultivable land compared to non-tobacco growing 

farmers. The higher average cultivable land area for tobacco 

farmers is attributable both to higher ownership of land and to 

also significantly higher land acquired under different tenure 

arrangements.  

Table 6: Amount of Average Cultivable Land (in decimal)

 

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

The size of average cultivable land in decimal is higher for 

tobacco farmers than non-tobacco farmers.  On an average, 

tobacco farmers cultivate 28.4% more land than non-tobacco 

farmers. Interestingly tobacco farmers also have access to much 

more hired land than non-tobacco farmers. There are some 

regional fluctuations, for instance, the average cultivable land in 

Kushtia (244.5 decimal) is substantially higher than in 

Chittagong Hill Tracts.  Regarding the amount of own land, the 

average amount is highest in Chittagong Hill Tracts (184 decimal) 

and lowest in Rangpur (114 decimal). On the other hand, in terms 

of the amount of hired land by tobacco farmers, it is experienced 

that the average cultivable land in Kushtia (158 decimal) remains 

substantially higher than in Chittagong Hill Tracts (150 decimal) 

while it records the lowest again in Rangpur (81decimal). It is 

clear that the tobacco farmers on an average tend to hire more 

land compared to non-tobacco farmers. 

An attempt was also made to see if there was any significant 

shift in the land holding/ownership patterns in recent years.  A 

comparison based on the survey data indicates that tobacco 

farmers’ holding of cultivated land increased on average by 2.3% 

while the same for non-tobacco farmers declined by 10.2% over 

the same 5-year period.  In the case of hired land, both types of 

farmers faced a declining trend over the 5-year period although 

the decline in hired land was marginal for tobacco farmers. 

From a regional perspective, the amount of present cultivable 

land and the amount of own land decreased in both Kushtia 

and Rangpur but increased in Chittagong Hill Tracts relative to 

five years ago. However, in terms of the average amount of hired 

land it becomes obvious that in all three regions the average 

amount of hired land has gone down compared to five years back.

Table 7:  Total Cultivable Land for Farmers

 Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

When the sample population was asked whether their total 

cultivable land increased, decreased or remained the same over 

the last 5 years, 25% of tobacco farmers reported an increase in 

their land area compared to 14% for non-tobacco farmers. 

•

•

•

•

•

 Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer Total

Yes 35.0 28.5 32.8

No 65.0 71.5 67.2

 Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer Total

Increased 25.4 14.0 21.7

Decreased 15.8 20.5 17.3

Remained Same 58.8 65.5 61.0
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Hired Land 143.2 146.8 105.3 126.1
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Furthermore, in line with earlier observations, a greater 

proportion of non-tobacco farmers reported a decrease in total 

cultivable land holding compared to tobacco farmers. A greater 

proportion of non-tobacco farmers also reported no change in 

the total cultivable land. From a regional perspective, Kushtia 

leads the way in terms of both the percentage of farmers 

highlighting increase and decrease in total cultivable land in the 

past 5 years. However, more farmers in Chittagong Hill Tracts 

have reported no change in the total cultivable land status.  

Figure 12: Reasons of increase in Cultivable Land for Tobacco

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

From the figure above we will get an understanding of the 
reasons of increase in cultivable land. A greater proportion of 
non-tobacco farmers highlighted buying more land to increase 
cultivable land relative to tobacco farmers. However, tobacco 
farmers were more successful in leasing more land compared to 
non-tobacco farmers. At least 40.6% of tobacco farmers 
reported to have leased more land compared to 25.6% of 
non-tobacco farmers, which is an indication of their success in 
attracting land owners to hand over their land for tobacco 
cultivation. A significant part of the non-tobacco farmers 
however reported to have increased their landholding through 
inheritance from parents, which is not an indication of their own 
economic enhancement. Other reasons were also highlighted as 
the figure shows, but it seems like buying more land, leased 
more land and inheritance were the key factors affecting the 
increase in cultivable land. The proportion of total farmers 
highlighting buying more land and leasing more land is the 
highest in Chittagong Hill Tracts and the lowest in Kushtia. 

Table 8: Source of increase in Cultivable Land

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

We also attempted to determine the sources of asset accumula-

tion for the two types of farmers. Over 50% of both types of 

farmers highlighted profits from agriculture as the source of 

increase in cultivable land. However, a higher proportion of 

tobacco farmers (more than 88%) attributed the increase in 

their land acquisition to profits and savings from farming 

activities. In particular, about 20% of tobacco farmers reported 

savings for farming development as the source of funding for 

the land increase. Other sources were also highlighted such as 

selling cows, taking loans and inheritance. A greater proportion 

of non-tobacco farmers highlighted using earnings from 

business to fund increase in total cultivable land compared to 

tobacco farmers.

Explanations were also sought for the decrease in cultivable 

land for both types of farmers.  While a host of reasons were 

mentioned by the farmers, some of the key observations and 

reasons are noted below. 

• More non-tobacco farmers observed that they could not 

 lease land for lack of money compared to tobacco farmers as

 the main source of decrease in their cultivated land.

• At least 24% of non-tobacco farmers mentioned that they  

 had given back land to their original owners compared to  

 17.5% tobacco farmers.

• Other reasons such as decrease in crop production, sold land  

 (proportion reporting this is almost same for both types),  

 separation from father (a greater proportion of tobacco  

 farmers compared to non-tobacco farmers reported this as a  

 source of decrease) also seems to be important sources of  

 decrease in land holding.
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It seems from the data that having a very good or poor harvest 

is one of the key determinants of an increase or decrease in 

assets. Over 50% of tobacco farmers reported this as a determi-

nant compared to less than 40% of non-tobacco farmers. Other 

reasons such as hard labour and improvement in financial 

condition were also mentioned but they were usually below 20%.

Figure 13: Key Determinants of Increase in Assets

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Figure 14: Key Determinants of Decrease in Asset

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

It is clear from the sample survey that the reduction of assets in 

terms of land ownership of farmers was not a voluntary 

economic decision related to better allocation or physical 

relocation. The main reason for reduction of assets was poverty. 

More than 50% of farmers of both categories attributed the 

decline in their land assets to increased poverty, although 

consistent with other observations the incidence of poverty 

induced sales was higher for non-tobacco farmers. A greater 

proportion of non-tobacco farmers also attributed the 

reduction of land assets to a reduced number of livestock. 

Depreciation has also been mentioned by less than 15% of the 

farmers for reduction in assets.

A number of other observations describing the better economic 

condition of tobacco farmers compared with the non-tobacco 

farmers also came out of the survey data.  A greater proportion 

of tobacco farmers tend to live in inherited houses compared to 

non-tobacco farmers. 

Figure 15: Ownership of Housing (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Although a small proportion of farmers live with their parents, a 

modest number of farmers from both sets (slightly above 10%) 

from both groups of farmers live in inherited or purchased 

houses. Moreover the data also highlighted that on average 

both sets of farmers have purchased these houses over a 

decade ago, above 15 years for tobacco farmers and above 12 

years for non-tobacco farmers. 
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Analysis of Income from Alternative Crops

In terms of growing alternative crops, listed below are some 

preferences of tobacco farmers.

Table 9: Alternative Crops Preferred by Tobacco Farmers (in %) 

 

 
Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Wheat seems to be the number one choice in terms of alterna-

tive crop and rice comes a relatively close second. In total about 

57.3% of the total tobacco farmers would have grown wheat or 

rice as an alternative to tobacco. Moreover a small proportion of 

farmers have also reported that they would not cultivate any 

other crop but tobacco.  Since a majority of the farmers are of 

the view that they would have planted cereal crops (wheat and 

rice) as their second or third preferences, it is perhaps safe to 

conclude that cultivation of tobacco does crowd out wheat and 

rice cultivation at the margin. At the same time the farmers are 

very clear in their observations that tobacco is a cash crop and 

they are engaged in cultivation of tobacco because of its higher 

return among all other alternative crops.

Continuing from this line of thought a brief analysis of the 

income earned from tobacco and alternative crop is provided in 

the following chart:

Figure 16: Earnings from Tobacco and the Best Alternative (in Tk.) 

                         

 Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

The chart depicts two points:

• First, as expected, earning from growing tobacco for tobacco  

 farmers outstrips earning from tobacco for non-tobacco  

 farmers (alternate crop in their case) by a very wide margin. 

• Second, contrary to our expectations, tobacco farmers’   

 income from other crops exceeds the earning of non-tobacco  

 farmers from growing other crops.

Basic Poverty Analysis

Table 10: Incidence of Poverty among Tobacco and   

 Non-Tobacco Farmers (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Tobacco cultivation has contributed to poverty alleviation in 

many of the poverty prone regions of Bangladesh. A basic 

poverty analysis also suggests that a greater proportion of 

non-tobacco farmers (majority of farmers in these regions) are 

extremely poor compared to tobacco farmers. The 47.50% 

poverty level for non-tobacco farmers is well above the poverty 

levels in rural Bangladesh (35.2%) based on the 2010 Household 

Income and Expenditure Survey data. The incidence of poverty 

for tobacco farmers is much less at 29.25%, which is even below 

the average poverty level in rural Bangladesh. The percentage of 

non-tobacco farmers between lower and upper poverty line 

(11%) is below the national level for rural households. In 

contrast, percentage of tobacco farmers between the lower and 

upper poverty line is significantly below the same for rural 

Bangladesh (14.10%). In terms of proportion of farmers being 

non-poor, a greater proportion of tobacco farmers fall in this 

category.  The above results are consistent with the findings on 

income and asset holdings of the two types of farmers 

discussed earlier.

  

Social and Health Issues

In recent years, a number of social and health issues have been 

highlighted by various stakeholders with a stance against 

tobacco cultivation. In particular, questions were asked: (i) if the 

farmers opt for tobacco cultivation on their free choice out of 

economic interest or there have been pressures from the 

tobacco companies; and (ii) if the farmers consider tobacco 

cultivation hazardous for their health. In this sub-section, an 

analysis of the evidence collected from the sample areas is 

provided.

 Tobacco farmer
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Table 11: Tobacco Companies’ Role in Farming Activities (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

A standout feature of the surveyed tobacco farmers interfere 

(almost 94% of them reported) that tobacco companies do not 

take intensive interest in the farmers’ activities. This is contrary 

to the misperception created by a section of NGO and media 

that tobacco companies almost enslave the farmers and 

regularly interfere in their activities. Non-tobacco farmers also 

broadly echoed the same sentiment. When data is analyzed 

from a regional perspective, across the three regions about 95% 

of the respondents have reported no interference in their affairs 

by the tobacco companies.

Table 12:  Do Tobacco Companies Influence Matters Relating  

 to Farming Activities (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

In line with the observation noted above, 96% of tobacco 

farmers reported that tobacco companies do not force farmers 

into tobacco farming. Non-tobacco farmers also expressed 

similar feelings about the non-interfering role of tobacco 

companies in matters relating to farming decisions. From a 

regional perspective also over 90% of the respondents across all 

the three regions observed that companies do not force farmers 

to join tobacco cultivation.  

A common acquisition against tobacco cultivation has been 

that it promotes and uses child labor. The survey tried to cover 

this issue and the results are listed below:

Table 13: Proportion of Child Labor (in %)

 
Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

The primary survey results finds that about 73% of tobacco 

farmers responded negatively when asked whether they deploy 

school going children during harvest season. Interestingly, 98% 

of non-tobacco growers responded negatively when asked the 

same question. It is also not clear from the survey whether 

children were helping tobacco farmers during school hours or 

after school and holiday time or to what extent children were 

helping in non-farm activities for the two types of farmers. 

Hence the second round  survey was carried out  for the better 

understanding of this issue to clarify whether children are 

helping their parents after school hours or they are doing it 

during their holiday/academic year. 

The results related to use of children in tobacco farming are 

listed below:

Table 14: Proportion of  Child Labor (Under 18 years)( in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

Once again, a relatively significant number of respondents-32% 

compared with 27% in the original survey-noted that they have 

been using child labor in their farming activity. The new survey 

also revealed that among those who use child labor in their 

farming activity, about 28% of them had school going children 

as their dependant family members. 

Table 15: Proportion of School Going children (Under 18 Years)

 As Dependant

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

From the new survey it also appears that in addition to using 

their their own children it is also quite common for the same 

group of tobacco farmers to use hired child labor. 

Table 16: Proportion of Farmers Using School going Children 

(under 18 years)  in Tobacco Cultivation 

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

The issue was further clarified through follow up survey of the 

tobacco farmers, when they answered that in almost all cases 

children working tobacco fields were engaged in after school 

hours. Less than 2% (table 17) of the school going children are 

helping their family in tobacco cultivation during school hours 

while about 98% of them work during their holidays or after 

school hours in the farm. As per the definition of the Interna-

tional Labor Organization (ILO) this finding may not be consid-

ered as presence of “Child Labor”1. Furthermore, it may also be 

concluded that tobacco cultivation involves a small percentage 

of child labor which is minimal considering the socio economic 

context of Bangladesh.

 Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer Total

Yes 6.2 14.0 8.8

No 93.8 86.0 91.2

 Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer Total

Yes 4.0 7.0 5.0

No 96.0 93.0 95.0

 Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer Total

Yes 27.3 2.0 18.8

No 72.8 98.0 81.0

   Proportion (%)

Yes  31.5

No  68.5

   Proportion (%)

Yes  27.5

No  4.0

   Proportion (%)

Yes  16.0

No  15.5

1According to ILO definition, “Not all work done by children should be classified as child labor that is to be targeted for 

elimination. Children’s or adolescents’ participation in work that does not affect their health and personal development or 

interfere with their schooling is generally regarded as being something positive. This includes activities such as helping 

their parents around the home, assisting in a family business or earning pocket money outside school hours and during 

school holidays”. For more on this you may refer to http://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang--en/index.htm 
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Table 17: Proportion of School Going Children Deployed in 

 Tobacco Cultivation

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

While the answers to the last question related to use of children 

in tobacco farming is reassuring, there is certainly need for 

greater awareness among the tobacco farmers for not employ-

ing their own children or hired children in tobacco farming 

during the academic year when the children are going to 

school.  A renewed effort/campaign among the tobacco farmers 

against use of children in tobacco farming may be considered to 

eradicate the problem completely.

Health Status

Table 18: Tobacco Cultivation and Related Disease among 

 Farmers (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Close to 70% of tobacco farmers reported that tobacco 

cultivation does not cause human disease and a similar view is 

also expressed by non-tobacco farmers as well. It is however 

noteworthy that a sizeable proportion of the respondents 

(34.2%) from both groups believe that tobacco farming may 

cause human disease. From a regional standpoint, 44% of the 

respondents in Kushtia reported that tobacco cultivation can 

cause human disease, which is the highest among the three 

regions. Less than 15% of the respondents in Chittagong Hill 

Tracts reported that tobacco farming can cause human disease, 

which is the lowest among the three regions surveyed.

Before drawing a conclusion from the primary survey results the 

second round survey helped us to get a better understanding of 

the issue and to answer with clarity the myth of production of 

tobacco causing short and long term effects on human health. 

Table 19: Tobacco Cultivation and Green Leaf Handling related 

 Disease among Farmers (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Near about 89% of tobacco farmers reported that tobacco 

cultivation and green leaf handling does not cause disease.  

Some further questions were developed on the types of 

diseases they suffered from for the farmers who reported of 

suffering from diseases due to tobacco cultivation.

Table 20: Proportion of Farmers Suffering Diseases Due to 

 Tobacco Cultivation and Green Leaf Handling

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Around 5% of the sample respondents reported of suffering 

from skin disease and respiratory diseases respectively. Looking 

in more detail at the results the farmers who reported of 

suffering from skin diseases were from Kushtia and Chittagong 

Hill Tracts areas.  The contamination of groundwater by arsenic 

in Bangladesh is the largest poisoning of a population in history, 

with millions of people exposed. The actual extent of the 

contamination and the number of people with skin diseases 

caused by arsenic might be many times higher than is currently 

estimated. 

Disease  Percentage 

Skin Disease  5.0

Respiratory Disease  5.5

Others  2.5

  Proportion (%)

During School Hours  1.8

During Holidays  47.4

After School Hours  50.9

Total    100

  Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer Total

Yes 31.0 40.5 34.2

No 69.0 59.5 65.8

   Proportion (%)

Yes  11.5

No  88.5

school going children 

helps their family in 

tobacco cultivation during 

school hours 

Less than

2% 
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It is unclear that these farmers suffering from skin disease is the 

result of tobacco cultivation and green leaf handling.

Little information is available in the literature concerning the 

respiratory problems associated with tobacco cultivation. 

Tobacco farmers sometimes may not wear protective equip-

ment during tobacco cultivation and hence will be exposed to 

dust from dry tobacco leaves, resulting from the curing process,  

may likely cause damage to the respiratory system. Air pollution 

can also cause asthma and respiratory infections.  Further 

research is needed to blame tobacco cultivation for causing 

diseases among its farmers.

Nutritional Status

To assess the nutritional status of the households, the survey 

asked how many meals are served to the household members 

on an average day.  On an average, households of both groups 

were having three meals on a typical day. Even though there 

were some marginal variations in the minimum number of 

meals taken by the two groups of farmers, there was however 

no difference in the maximum number of meals taken per day. 

The lower number of minimum meals for tobacco growers 

seems to be a statistical aberration or outlier problem given the 

overall better income and asset position of tobacco growers.

Table 21: Meals Taken per Day 

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Tobacco Cultivation and the Environment

Another allegation sometimes made against the tobacco 

cultivation is that it contributes to land and environmental 

degradation and the deforestation process. The key results have 

been discussed below.

The recommended fertilizer requirement (see Table 22) for 

tobacco is marginally higher than that of Boro rice, the require-

ments for other items such as wheat, potato, sugarcane and 

maize are much greater.  On the other hand, the usages of 

fertilizers by the farmers are high (see Table 23). Farmers from 

their field level experience believe that tobacco cultivation 

requires more fertilizers which contradict with the information 

provided in Table 22. 

  Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer Total

Minimum 1 2 1

Maximum 3 3 3

Mean 3 3 3

tobacco farmers reported 

that tobacco cultivation 

and green leaf handling 

does not cause any disease
89%
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Table 22: Recommended Fertilizer Dosage of Various Crops

 

Source: Upazilla Agricultural Office, Kushtia Sadar. 

Table 23: Fertilizer and Insecticide Requirement for Tobacco  

 Compared to Other Crops (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

In terms of fertilizer usage compared to other competitive crops, 

82.5% of tobacco farmers have supported the notion that 

tobacco cultivation requires more fertilizers compared to other 

crops. A high percent of non-tobacco farmers also supported 

the notion that tobacco crop requires more fertilizers than other 

competitive crops. A primary reason for using more fertilizer by 

tobacco farmers is probably the nature of the produce itself. 

Another reason that tobacco farmers use more fertilizer may be 

attributable to greater availability of that to the farmers through 

the extension/support programs of the tobacco companies. In 

order to draw more definitive conclusions, attempt was made to 

get more information through the second round of survey 

covering 200 tobacco farmers in Rangpur, Kushtia and 

Chittagong Hill Tracts. 

Table 24: Fertilizer Dosage Use (Kg/Hectare)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh and Upazilla Agricultural Office, Kushtia Sadar

Table 25: Fertilizer Dosage For Other Competitive Crops 

 (Kg/Hectare)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh and Upazilla Agricultural Office, Kushtia Sadar

The information presented in the above tables essentially 

reaffirms the original finding that it is quite common for the 

farmers to use more fertilizers in tobacco cultivation than other 

competitive crops despite the low recommended dosage by the 

government agricultural office. There is a good reason for this 

kind of development: a farmer when cultivating other competi-

tive crops has to use his own savings to buy fertilizers hence 

they tend not to even apply the recommended dose consider-

ing the financial constraints partly reflected in earlier findings. 

On the other hand, tobacco farmers get access to loan facilities 

for fertilizer usage in tobacco cultivation for which induces the 

tobacco farmers to apply the level of dosage which they 

consider appropriate as evident from the results shown above.

It also appears from  the original survey  that both groups of 

farmers believe they are using more pesticides in their current 

crops and thus the observations by themselves do not really 

shed much light about the real situation. About two-thirds of 

the tobacco growers observed that tobacco cultivation required 

more insecticides compared to other crops. However, when a 

similar question is asked to non-tobacco farmers, 80% of them 

reported requiring more insecticides for their crops compared 

to other competitive crops. It would be preferable if we had 

information on amounts spent per decimal by the different 

types of farmers. (The information on using insecticides among 

 

 Crop Recommended Fertilizer dose( Kg/Ha)

Boro Rice 524 

Tobacco 537 

Wheat  579 

Potato  671 

Sugarcane 999 

Maize 1273

                               Tobacco Farmer                    Non-Tobacco Farmer  Total 

 Fertilizer Insecticide Fertilizer Insecticide

Yes 82.5 66.3 75.5 80.0 80.2 70.8

No 17.5 33.8 24.5 20.0 19.8 29.2

Urea 311 120 225

DAP 220 140 210

SOP 136 136 150

Fertilizers Dosage Used 

(Kg/Hectare) across 

all three regions

Recommended Dosage 

(kg/hectare) as per Kushtia 

Upazilla Agricultural Office

Dosage Used 

(Kg/Hectare) at 

Kushtia region only

  Urea DAP SOP Urea DAP SOP

Wheat 178 121 89.0 240 150 150

Boro Rice 195 136 81.5 325 150 150

Potato 205 151 81.5 280 135 170

Crops Fertilizer 

Dosage(kg/hectare)

Recommended Fertilizer Dosage as Per 

Kushtia Upazilla Agricultural Office
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the farmer groups was vague due to lack of a common 

measurement.) Accordingly, the issues were re-examined on the 

basis of the second round of survey, the results of which are 

presented below.

Table 26: Insecticide Requirement for Tobacco (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

About 43% of tobacco farmers reported using more insecticide 

for tobacco cultivation than other competitive crops, which is a 

significant proportion. Some follow-up questions however 

revealed the following:

Table 27: Non-Chemical Alternatives of Pest Control (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

About 85% tobacco farmers were also using non-chemical 

alternatives for pest control. Some of the popular methods 

mentioned include Neem Decoction, Bird Piercing and Yellow 

Trap. 

Table 28: Amount Spent on Insecticides (BDT/Hectare)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

While tobacco farming affords farmers the opportunity to 

increase household income, it is inextricably linked to much 

higher spending on pesticides. The average insecticide use per 

hectare of tobacco land came up to Tk.  3519, compared with

Tk. 1853 and Tk.  933 reported for Boro rice and wheat, respec-

tively. This huge difference in spending however is largely 

explained by the use of “suckericide” in tobacco cultivation. It is 

an agrochemical quite popular among the tobacco farmers to 

control the growth of suckers. It helps in blooming of new buds 

and hence tobacco plants get full nutrients. This expensive 

chemical, which costs more than Tk. 3000 per hectare of land, 

explains why tobacco farmers are reporting much higher 

spending on pesticides compared to other crops.

On the issue of degradation of land quality through tobacco 

cultivation, it may be observed that farmers have been using 

their land (owned and hired) for several decades. Despite the 

intensive use of fertilizers and pesticides, productivity of land in 

terms of yield per decimal has increased over time and there is 

no sign of deteriorating trend in productivity. The critical answer 

that we are seeking in this respect is not simply to determine 

whether tobacco requires more fertilizers and pesticides. The 

answer to this question may be obtained directly from the 

recommended doses of fertilizers for tobacco and other crops 

and as shown in the report earlier although tobacco requires a 

bit more fertilizer than rice, for a number of other crops/produce 

fertilizer requirements are much higher than tobacco. 

The real issue is whether quality of land has suffered degrada-

tion over time due to cultivation of tobacco and the extensive 

use of fertilizers and pesticides. The answer to this question is 

however clearly obtained from the productivity data for 

tobacco. Farmers have been cultivating tobacco on their land for 

decades and have increased their productivity steadily, particu-

larly in recent years. The several fold increase in tobacco output 

per decimal of land certainly rules out any degradation of land 

through cultivation of tobacco. It appears that farmers are aware 

and adapting their cultivation practices/techniques (including 

possible crop rotation) to maintain and enhance fertility of land 

for tobacco cultivation.  In most cases, farmers’ interest in 

tobacco cultivation has, if anything, intensified in recent years 

lured by higher yield and rate of return from tobacco. This 

allegation of land degradation thus seems to be unfounded 

based on the realities on the ground. 

Table 29: Most Preferred Method of Curing Tobacco Leaf (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

Another allegation against tobacco cultivation related to the 

environmental impact of the curing method used by farmers for 

processing the tobacco leafs. It is important to mention that 

Bangladesh is a predominant Virginia tobacco market and flue 

cured technique is the required technique for this type of 

tobacco.  In terms of curing methods employed, close to 80 

percent of tobacco farmers across the sample used the flue 

cured technique compared to 20.5 percent of tobacco farmer 

who use air cured technique. There are also wide variations in 

  Proportion (%)

Yes 43.0

No 57.0

  Proportion (%)

Yes 84.5

No 15.5

Non Chemical Alternatives Proportion (%)

Neem Decoction 64

Bird Piercing  60

Yellow Trap 47

Crops Amount Spent on Insecticides (BDT Per Hectare)

Tobacco 3,519

Boro Rice 1,853

Wheat 933

 Tobacco Farmer

Flue Cured Virginia (for Cigarette)  79.5

Air Cured Burley (for export) 20.5

18          Tobacco Cultivation: An Assessment of Socio-Economic and Environmental Impacts



the curing methods across the three regions. Close to 100 

percent of tobacco farmers use flue cured method in Kushtia 

and Chittagong Hill Tracts. In contrast, almost all farmers in the 

Rangpur region use air cured technique . 

Table 30: Breakdown of Wood-Fuel Sources (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

For farmers preferring to use wood fuel method, most of them 

procure wood or use self-planted trees. Only a small proportion 

of tobacco farmers, primarily in Chittagong Hill Tracts region, 

actually use forests as a source of wood fuel. The data essentially 

suggests that tobacco farming does not play as significant a role 

in deforestation of Bangladesh as other factors such as popula-

tion growth, urbanization and industrialization does.

Farming Systems and Extension Services

Farming System 

In the sample, both sets of farmers have over two decades of 

farming experience. In this section, we will shed light upon the 

various crops that the farmers have produced and the reasons 

of the cultivation of these crops in recent times, both for and 

against.

The tables contain a list of crops that the farmers have cultivated 

in the last several years (land sizes of over 50 decimal) in the 

summer and winter seasons. It seems from the data that Jute, 

Rice and Tobacco are grown in both winter and summer 

seasons. 

Table 31: Average Crops Cultivated by Farmers During Summer 

 and Winter Season

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

Discussed below are a number of reasons as to why farmer did 

not cultivate particular crops in the past year but nonetheless 

cultivated in previous years. The key reasons for non-cultivation 

have been highlighted in the Table 32 below.

                         Sources Tobacco Farmer 

Self planted trees 31.0 

Procure 73.0 

Forest 15.5

Summer Crops (Area cultivated in decimal)

Rice 126.42

Jute 96.52

Tobacco 87.57

Banana 86.40

Cucumber 55.64

Ginger 84.00

Sugar cane 133.00

Drum Sticks 90.67

Herani (a tribal crop)  160.00

Dhaincha 74.25

Corn 59.20

Bitter Gourd (korola) 56.83

Winter Crops (Area cultivated in decimal)

Tobacco 142.81

Wheat 59.54

Turmeric 57.30

Rice 106.96

Jute 138.50

Cauliflower 57.00

Banana 108.33
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Table 32: Key Reasons for Non Cultivation of Particular Crops (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

From the data it becomes clear that non-tobacco farmers faced 

relatively higher shortage of land compared to that of tobacco 

farmers. A similar proportion of farmers in both categories 

highlighted poor harvest as a key reason as to why they did not 

produce particular crops this year but cultivated in previous 

years. Moreover, farmers involved in tobacco cultivation 

reported low market price of produce and high costs as reasons 

of not harvesting crops that they grew in the past.

Table 33: Key Reasons for Cultivation of Particular Crops (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

The above table highlights some of the reasons that farmers 

gave when responding to why they are harvesting certain crops 

this year but not in the past.  An identical proportion of farmers 

reported profit as the main reason. However there were other 

important reasons such as no scarcity of land (more 

non-tobacco farmers reported this compared to tobacco 

farmers) and fulfillment of needs and requirements.

Extension Services

The responses demonstrate that the tobacco companies 

provide tobacco farmers with a range of extension services. 

Apart from them, Krishi Bank provides the farmers with a 

significant proportion of extension services. Other NGOs and 

government agencies also provide extension services to basic 

crops like rice, jute etc. Evidently, tobacco companies provide 

farmers with 98.6% of extension services that are related to their 

welfare; moreover about 5.7% of farmers receive extension 

services from the government agencies. More than half of the 

government extension services are dedicated to rice (62.3%) 

and nearly more than two-third (80%) of NGO’s extension 

services also go for rice. Mass education accounts for around 

22% of the extension services for jute production.

Overall Response on Number of Visit by Institutions to the 

Farmers

It shows that, tobacco, ridge gourd and brinjal required the 

maximum number of visits (99), whereas the maximum number 

of visits for rice is nearly half (52). The mean number of visit is 

highest for ridge gourd standing at 51, followed by brinjal at 28 

and tobacco at 16. The minimum number of visits required is 

nearly same for all the crops at around 1-7. The Figure below 

gives a snapshot of the topics in which farmers obtain 

assistance: 

Figure 17: Types of Assistance from Institutions (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Tobacco production receives maximum assistance from 

institutions. For instance, it obtains 100% of seedling assistance 

and more than 80% in terms of fertilizer and agrochemical 

assistance. Whereas, other crops such as potato receives 100% of 

its irrigation assistance from the institutions. In case of financial 

assistance, tobacco farmers again have been receiving the 

highest proportion (73.2%) of support. Rice comes second in 

receiving assistance which is around 21%.

Association with Financial Institutions

To see the involvement/association with the financial institu-

tions, we checked how many of the farmers of both types of 

farmers have an account or any kind of interaction with financial 

institutions.

Table 34: Use of Bank Accounts (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielson Bangladesh

 Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer

It is profitable  26.4  26.9

No scarcity of land like previous times  20.8  30.8

To fulfill my needs/requirements  20.8  -

 Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer 

Shortage of land  26.7  37.3 

Harvest was not good  24.4  23.5 

Low market price  14.0  5.9 

Higher cost  11.6  5.9
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  Tobacco Farmer  Non-Tobacco Farmer Total

I have a bank account  55.2  28.1 45.4

No transactions with banks  28.0  67.8 41.3

No response  16.8  4.1 13.3

Base  379  192 571
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From the above table we can observe that tobacco farmers 

contribute more in the economy than non-tobacco farmers 

through bank transactions. Among tobacco farmers, 55.2% have 

bank accounts. However, 28% of tobacco farmers still have no 

interaction with banks. The reason for this might be because 

that there are no banks in the locality, or the farmers do not 

have any access to them or many of them do not have any 

knowledge of the existence of a bank in the economy. From the 

above table it can also be seen that access to bank is much more 

limited for non-tobacco farmers. Among non-tobacco farmers, 

28.1% have bank accounts. About 68% have no interaction with 

banks. Overall, 45.4% have bank accounts and 41.3% do not 

have any transaction with banks. Compared to non-tobacco 

farmers, the percentage of farmers having a bank account is 

higher for tobacco farmers. It is also noteworthy that 100% of 

farmers registered with British American Tobacco Bangladesh 

have bank accounts. 

The survey also looked at farmers’ involvement with associa-

tions or any kind of cooperative institutions. 

Table 35: Involvement with Cooperative Institutions

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

27.8% of tobacco farmers are members of an association or 

cooperative institution. On the other hand, 32.5% of 

non-tobacco farmers have a membership of an association or 

cooperative institution. On an average, 29.3% of the sample has 

memberships with associations or a cooperative institution. It 

appears that, non-tobacco farmers have more involvement with 

associations rather than tobacco farmers. 

Table 36: Levels of Participation in Associations or Cooperative 

Institutions for both Groups of Farmers (in %)

Source: Field level survey by Nielsen Bangladesh

Among all these associations or co-operative institutions, some 

do not provide membership to tobacco farmers, for instance 

Krishi Bank. Conversely, non-tobacco farmers do not have any 

membership with Rupali Life Insurance.  

VII. Concluding Observations

In the main body of the study we have tried to present some 

facts, figures and analysis on issues related to tobacco farming 

and tobacco farmers. The analysis presented above essentially 

focuses on four broad categories of issues: economic consider-

ations behind the cultivation of tobacco, role of tobacco 

industries in promoting tobacco cultivation and their relation-

ships with the farmers based on current practices, farmers’ 

perception survey, and health and environmental issues 

associated with tobacco farming. Specifically the study tried to 

focus on economic and non-economic factors which have 

contributed to the greater preference for tobacco cultivation by 

the tobacco farmers; whether there is any truth in the allega-

tions about farmers’ being forced into tobacco cultivation by the 

tobacco industry through legally binding contracts; and 

whether tobacco cultivation leads to environmental degrada-

tion or health problems for the farmers. Based on the analysis 

presented in earlier sections, a number of key conclusions can 

be drawn, which are presented in the remainder of this section.

1. Farmers cultivate tobacco because it yields the highest 

return among all other crops.  The survey data indicated 

that in terms of profit per decimal of land, tobacco reported 

the highest return when compared to other crops such as 

rice, jute, wheat and pulses. This significantly higher rate of 

return is also reflected in the income data meaning that 

tobacco farmers on average have much higher income 

compared to non-tobacco growers. In terms of land 

holdings the data indicated that the maximum, minimum 

and the average size of cultivable land (measured in decimal) 

are significantly higher for tobacco farmers. Moreover, a 

greater proportion of tobacco farmers have reported an 

increase in land holding in the past five years compared to 

non-tobacco growers. The increase is attributable to leasing 

of land for tobacco cultivation and buying of land using 

profits from agriculture and savings which are generally 

higher for tobacco farmers. 

2. As a cash crop tobacco supersedes all other cash crops 

as it provides a large sum of cash in one go.  Tobacco 

farmers highlighted the importance of tobacco as a cash 

crop. Wheat is the second best alternative crop according to 

tobacco farmers, perhaps taking into account the 

condition/suitability of their land. However, profits enjoyed 

from wheat at Tk. 56 per decimal are almost one-third of the 

average profit from tobacco (Tk. 151 per decimal). Jute is the 

other cash crop, which yields on average 55% less than the 

average yield from tobacco and furthermore land used for 

  Tobacco Farmer  Non-Tobacco Farmer Total

Yes 27.8  32.5 29.3

No 72.3  67.5 70.7

 Tobacco Farmer Non-Tobacco Farmer 

Grameen Bank  30.6  30.8 

BRAC  18.9  18.5 

ASA  13.5  15.4 

RDRS  1.8  1.5 

BRDB  3.6  3.1 

Krishi Bank  -  6.2 

BURO Bangladesh  1.8  1.5 

Sonali Bank  0.9  1.5 

Caritas  1.8  1.5 

Rupali Life Insurance  1.8  -
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tobacco is generally not suitable for jute cultivation. 

Accordingly, only 8.5% of tobacco farmers would consider 

jute as their second best option in place of tobacco. 

3. More than two-third of farmers report that tobacco does 

not compete with other food grains.  This is a sensible 

result as tobacco is a portfolio crop and by no means a 

substitute for food grains. In terms of earning, tobacco 

competes mostly with wheat as many tobacco farmers 

mentioned wheat as the best alternative crop in place of 

tobacco. However, since the financial return from wheat is 

reported to be only about one-third of that from tobacco, 

from a land use perspective it may make more sense for the 

farmers to grow tobacco and buy wheat, and from the 

public policy perspective for the government to promote 

tobacco export and import wheat with the export proceeds.

4. In terms of income and asset positions, tobacco farmers 

are much better off than their non-tobacco growing 

counterparts. In terms of income, tobacco farmers earn on 

average about 50% more than their non-tobacco farming 

counterparts. Total cultivable land of tobacco farmers also 

exceeds the same for non-tobacco farmers by about 40%. 

On average tobacco farmers own 21.4% more land than 

non-tobacco farmers. Furthermore, tobacco farmers are able 

to hire/lease 36% more land from others (who are not 

engaged in farming) compared with their neighboring 

non-tobacco farmers.  Reflecting all these factors, it is not 

surprising that the incidence of poverty is much less among 

the tobacco farmers compared with their non-tobacco 

counterparts. 

5. Proactive role of tobacco companies in promoting 

tobacco cultivation is recognized, but there is no 

significant evidence of interference in actual farming 

activities. The survey results indicated that tobacco 

companies played an active role in facilitating tobacco 

cultivation through buyback guarantee at pre-determined 

contracted price and provision of necessary inputs at fair 

prices.  Contrary to the allegations sometimes made against 

the tobacco companies, 96% of the tobacco farmers are of 

the view that the companies do not force farmers to grow 

tobacco. As a matter of fact, almost same percent of tobacco 

farmers are of the view that tobacco firms do not play any 

key role in their farming activities. This same view is also 

echoed by non-tobacco farmers. 

6. Survey results indicate that only a small proportion 

(about 2%) of school going children involved in tobacco 

farming are sacrificing their studies to work in tobacco 

fields.  The proportion of respondents (about 28% in the 

primary survey) using school going children for tobacco 

cultivation is reportedly much higher than the percentage 

of farmers using children in the cultivation of other crops. 

This evidence is surprising given that the contract between 

tobacco farmers and tobacco companies explicitly prohibit 

use of child labor. However, further survey indicated that in 

almost all cases (except one) children are helping their 

parents in after school hours or during the holidays. Hence it 

cannot be concluded from the given data that tobacco 

farmers’ children are actually lagging in terms of access to 

education and completion of education levels relative to 

their counterparts engaged in other farming activities.

7. Regarding the health impact of tobacco cultivation, 

most (about 70%) of the respondents of both categories 

of farmers reported that tobacco cultivation does not 

cause human disease. This issue has been looked in more 

detail in the second survey since a sizable proportion of the 

respondents (about 30%) were of the view that tobacco 

farming may cause some disease. About 89% in this round 

responded that tobacco cultivation and green leaf handling 

does not cause human disease. While further research is 

recommended to agree with the proportion of farmers who 

blame tobacco cultivation for causing diseases  since it is 

quite unclear at this stage as skin and respiratory diseases 

may be the result of arsenic contaminated water, air 

pollution, etc. 

8. Tobacco cultivation in general requires more pesticide

and fertilizers usage compared to other crops. This 

phenomenon is partly a manifestation of the fertilizer 

requirement associated with tobacco, although for a 

number of other farm produce the recommended fertilizer 

doses are even higher. This notion of using more fertilizers 

and spending more money on pesticides is also the result of 

easy access to loan facilities for farmers in tobacco 

cultivation. Often critiques argue that high usage of these 

chemicals deteriorate soil quality. However, if we look at the 

tobacco production data for the last 10 years, it becomes 

clear that this statement is not substantiated by facts. In 

reality, contrary to this allegation, we observe a sharp 

increase in productivity of land in the last decade leading to 

steadily higher and better quality output. Moreover, in terms 

of curing method, flue cure seems to be the number one 

choice and those farmers prefer to use wood fuel usually 

procure it, so the `deforestation’ argument does not hold 

with ground level reality. Only a small proportion of farmers 

in Chittagong Hill Tracts actually use woods from forests. 

Therefore it is clear that tobacco farming is not a significant 

cause of deforestation in Bangladesh, and other factors such 

as increasing population and other competing pressures on 

land from various activities probably play a much greater 

role in deforestation and environmental degradation. 

9. Tobacco cultivation has gained momentum as a cash 

crop because of the concentrated efforts of tobacco 

industry and farmers. Although tobacco cultivation in 

Bangladesh is not new, export of tobacco from Bangladesh 

is a relatively new phenomenon. The varieties of tobacco 
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which are exported from Bangladesh are different from the 

traditionally cultivated tobacco and these are not generally 

used in producing tobacco products for the domestic 

market. Flue cured tobacco has gained popularity among 

the farmers as a cash crop and policy makers need to 

evaluate its role in the economy in the context of other cash 

crops which are being actively promoted by the 

government.

10. Tobacco as an export product will be seriously threatened

 if the current export tax is maintained on tobacco. 

Introduction of 10% export tax on tobacco in FY 2010-11 

budget was a serious blow to the fast growing export 

sector.  The reduction proposed in the export tax from 10% 

to 5% in FY 2011-12 budget was a step in the right direction. 

However, it is unfortunate that the proposed budget 

measure was withdrawn in the final version of the Finance 

Act. In this competitive world where most countries are 

providing various incentives to tobacco exporters, there is 

no reason for Bangladesh to penalize its farmers through an 

export tax for producing a cash crop for export purpose.

11. As a cash crop like jute, domestic tobacco production 

meets both domestic demand and brings foreign 

exchange through exports. In terms of value of exports 

tobacco is the most important agricultural export after jute. 

This is a relatively new export product but a fast growing 

one and it would be unfortunate if this growth potential is 

nipped in the bud despite its huge potential as a major 

agricultural export. In the debate about promoting or 

discouraging tobacco farming the point that is missing is 

the interest of farmers and the relative rate of return from 

tobacco. The analysis presented above indicates that 

farmers get much higher return from tobacco compared 

with wheat, rice and jute. Certainly, the amount of export 

proceeds from tobacco can be used to import much higher 

quantity of wheat and rice. Compared with Jute, the amount 

of income earned from tobacco is much higher, in part due 

to the fact that the type of land suitable for tobacco 

cultivation is not necessarily suitable for jute cultivation. In 

many instances the land used for tobacco is not suitable for 

other crops and so the issue of crop substitution is at best a 

distant second best solution.

12. The campaign against tobacco consumption at home 

should not be mixed up with tobacco leaf export. 

Government of Bangladesh may discourage tobacco 

consumption at home by intensifying campaigns against 

smoking along the lines adopted in many countries of the 

world. One of the effective approaches to achieve the target 

is to make domestic tobacco consumption expensive across 

the board. However, in this regard Government of Bangladesh  

is following a wrong policy mix. On the one hand, it follows a 

differential tax policy with much lower taxes on low quality 

and more unhealthy tobacco leading to a sharply higher 

growth in consumption of low quality cigarettes (Biri) and 

thereby making the poor more vulnerable to tobacco 

consumption related diseases on the so called equity 

ground. On the other hand, instead of solving the policy 

contradictions on the home front, the policy is misdirected 

on the external front by discouraging export of raw tobacco 

from Bangladesh and allowing other countries to take up 

Bangladesh’s market share. We are ignoring the fact that 

most tobacco exporting countries are promoting tobacco 

exports, while taking more stringent and rational measures 

to discourage consumption of tobacco at home. Bangladesh 

may consider to adopt a similar strategy.
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