© 2021 Bangladesh Journal of Political Economy
Vol. 37, No. 2, December 2021, pp. 21-26
Bangladesh Economic Association

ISSN 2227-3182
http:/doi.org/10.56138/bjpe.dec2102

Onion Farmers’ Plight and Price Hike of
Onion in Bangladesh: A Human Development
Crisis in Corona Pandemic

Rahinur Bintey Rafique’
Tamanna Jesmin™

Abstract

Smallholder family farmers cannot gain from the price hike of onion, which
has become a regular phenomenon in contemporary Bangladesh. Instead,
they undergo losses in onion farming, mainly for two reasons- incurring high
input costs and getting deprived of a fair price of the produce. This livelihood
problem has become acute in the Corona Pandemic and negatively impacted
the human development of household members of smallholder onion farmers.
Proactive public policy and actions are needed so that the smallholder family
farming households engaged in onion farming can expand their production at a
low cost and end with a lucrative margin. It will ultimately lead to a sustainable
solution of recurring onion price hikes in the country and contribute to the
human development of the members of smallholder onion farm households.
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1. Introduction

Historically Bangladesh is a country of smallholder family farmers (Suhrawardy,
2013). A considerable portion of the smallholder family farmers of the country
cultivates onion'. They pursue onion farming mainly for sale. They face problems
accessing inputs, storage, transportation and getting a profitable price of onion;
these problems have been acute during the COVID-19 pandemic. Though ordinary
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The onion (Allium cepa L., from Latin cepa “onion”), also known as the bulb onion or common
onion, is a vegetable that is the most widely cultivated species of the genus Allium. (https:/
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Onion)
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people often experience price hikes for onions, the smallholder family farmers
cannot reap the profit from onion farming all the time; often, they undergo losses.
Their farming losses become a deficit in the human development of their own and
their family members.

2. Onion Farmers and Their Plight

Around 1.3 million (13 lakh) farm households in Bangladesh are engaged in onion
farming (Sadik, 2019). At least half of them are smallholder family farmers. Onion
is cultivated almost in every district of the country. However, superior quality onion
is produced in greater Faridpur, Natore, Pabna, Meherpur, Sirajganj, Rajshahi,
Chuadanga, Kushtia, Rangpur, Dinajpur and Bogura (Shahin, 2018). About 0.23
million (2 lakh 30 thousand) hectares of land are under onion cultivation.

The farmers can produce the entire amount of onion demanded locally. The
demand for onion in the country amounts to around 2.4 million (24 lakh) tons. The
local farmers produce about 1.6 to 1.7 million tons in one season (winter); hence,
another 0.7 to 0.8 million tons of onions must be imported. Usually, the farmers do
not produce onion for more than one season for lack of seed and technology, which
remains key behind the product shortage. Apart from this fundamental constraint,
the smallholder family farmers do not or cannot expand their production scale
because they are not sure of making a profit all time from onion farming. Costing
of onion farming, especially the cost of seed and labour, is increasing daily, while
farmers cannot get a fair price. Lousy weather, mainly rain, affects the yield of
onion negatively.

Field level data and information on onion farming

District Upazila Costing Revenue Constraints Other- important
issues
Tk. 500 per
maund (be- Market price low,
Tk.900 per  ginning of the price of fertilizer 2 maund per
Harirampur decimal season) and insecticides decimal (in a best
(without own  Tk. 600-650  increased, yielding season);
Manikganj labour cost)  per maund Labour cost in- No profit
(Middle of the creased
season)
Breakeven point,
Shibaloy Tk. 909-1000 ) ) Those \yho have a
per decimal lower yield have
to undergo a loss
Rain, Fear of wastage
Pabna Sathia - - Lower price of surpasses the

fear of Covid-19

onion ..
contamination
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Other important

District Upazila Costing Revenue Constraints .
issues
High market price
Tk. 55,000 Rain attracts farmers,
Sirajganj  Sadar (Tk. 30,000 High cost of input, Market is flooded

with ‘guti’ onion
when farmers are
in harvest

for seed) per

bigha including seed

Source: Banglanews24.com (2019), Das (2019), Banglanews24.com (2020)

Onion farmers, especially smallholder family farmers, suffer from production
loss, price loss, and profit loss due to conventional farming problems in the country
and specific issues related to onion farming.

Voices from the onion farmers

“Costing of onion farming is increasing day by day. Compared to the market price of onion is a tri-
fle. About 1.5 maund yield per decimal after costing of Tk. 900 to 1,000 only makes the invested
money possible. However, those with a lower yield have to undergo loss.”

Saddam Hossain, an onion farmer of Manikganj
“In case of rain, onion cannot be kept safe, and the price will fall. So it won’t do sitting idle for
fear of COVID-19. Only after harvesting we’ll have the scope of thinking about it.”
Liton Biswas, an onion farmer of Pabna

“We make a loss every year from onion farming. On the one hand, production decreases due to
unfavourable weather; on the other hand, (we do not) get a fair price in the market. Henceforth,
onion farming is declining day by day in this region.”

Onion farmers of Char Haripur, Jagat gati and Koyel Gati of Sirajganj

Source: Banglanews24.com (2019), Das (2019), Banglanews24.com (2020)

Non-availability and non-access to good quality seed remain a grave concern
for smallholder onion farmers. Family farming has the tradition of storing and
making seeds at home (Barkat & Suhrawardy, 2019). But in the case of onions,
the farmers cannot produce good quality seeds due to the complex onion seed
production process (Shahin, 2018). About 800 tons of seeds are in demand, while
the supply (jointly by the public and private sector) remains one-tenth (Farook,
2018). Besides the seed crisis, the smallholder onion farmers also face problems
accessing inputs in the onion production phase due to their poor financial condition
and the short supply and supply of below-standard inputs. Productivity or yield at
the farming level suffers when the smallholders fail to go for timely irrigation and
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apply adequate pesticides after planting seedlings. All these traditional problems
of the smallholders get critical in COVID-192,

Smallholder farmers need easy and comfortable access to formal credit
sources to combat the rising cost of farming inputs (Suhrawardy & Zaman, 2021).
Still, the smallholder family farmers involved in onion farming cannot access agri-
credit easily. Honourable Agricultural Minister himself admits this harsh reality
mentioning, “Agricultural credit is given to the farmers at only 4 per cent interest
rate for the cultivation of spices like onion, garlic etc. Unfortunately, real farmers
cannot access this loan. Local influential people misappropriate this loan by using
it in some non-agricultural activities” (Banglanews24.com, 2021).

Onion Price Hike: Any Gain for Smallholder Family Farmers?
Shortage of local supply (or production) is the crucial reason behind the onion
price hike. For about one-fourth of the local demand, Bangladesh has to depend on
the import of onion. The sole source for onion import in the country is India. Over-
dependence on this single import source is the second most key reason for the
onion price hike. The third price-hike reason, i.e., profit lust of local wholesalers,
emanates from the two reasons mentioned. The large onion traders make the fake
crisis of onion soar the price.

Beyond economics, some geo-political issues are manifested when India bans
or limits onion export from their country. However, onion price hike issues (maybe
of heavy rainfall in Nasik of Maharashtra, other economic problems in Bengaluru,
or even geo-political issues) of India can reach Bangladeshi importers and traders
well ahead of time than the smallholders do.

The smallholder onion farmers have little to do in realizing profit from the
price hike. They do not get the price during the harvest time (May, June and July)
as there is ample supply. They cannot store or hoard their produce due to a lack of
storage facilities. So when the price is getting high (September-October, or March-
April and during the Eid festivals), they do not have much to sell and grasp the
share of the price hike. Ultimately, there is no gain for smallholder onion farmers
in the event of a usual price hike.

Impact of Loss of Onion Framing on Household Welfare
Income from onion farming makes an essential share in the farm earning of
numbers of smallholders. This income positively impacts household food security

2 Arecent study by Barkat et al. (2021) reveals that many marginalized farmers (38%) have failed
to produce crops due to supply shortage (18.2% HHs) and high cost of agricultural inputs-- seeds,
fertilizers, pesticides (26.8% HHs) during and after the COVID-19 driven lockdown. Restrictions
on movement and the transport crisis led to a shortage of agricultural labour (18.9% HHs), causing
severe disruption in agricultural production (cultivation and harvesting). About 51.3 per cent of
farm households could not sell their products in the market due to COVID-19 induced lockdown;
71.5 per cent did not get a fair price.
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and other human development pursuits like access to education and health. A good
harvest of onion and succeeding earnings would enable the smallholders to finance
following season paddy farming or purchase paddy in time. This earning provides
scope for funding for the education of household children. So any income loss or
curtailing impacts negatively on household human development efforts to various
extents.

3. Conclusion and Recommendations
The prime beneficiaries of the onion price hike in Bangladesh are foreign exporters
(mainly Indian onion traders) and Bangladeshi importers. The main losers of
this price hike are farmers (especially smallholder family farmers) and general
consumers.

Two sets of recommendations are put forward; the first is for the smallholder
family farmers to get a fair price of onion, and the second is for the general
consumers so that they can consume onion at a reasonable price.

A. Recommendations for the welfare of smallholder family farmers

1. High-quality seed (like BARI 5) should be provided to the farmers so
that they can go for onion farming more than one time (especially during
summer) in a year and to a more significant extent;

2. Storage facilities at the farmer level should be ensured so that they can hold
their produce for a better price;

3. Steps like training, input support etc. should be taken so that the farmers
can produce more onion with fewer costs through the application of modern
technology;

4. Access to less costly, hassle-free formal credit should be ensured for the
smallholder onion farmers to finance adequate and timely input in onion
farming.

B. Recommendations for the welfare of general consumers

1. Timely import and pro-active public interventions (Track-sale of TCB, duty-
off etc.) should be there to control the price;

2. The market should be monitored regularly so that nobody can create a fake
crisis by hoarding;

3. Import source needs to be diversified.



26 Bangladesh Journal of Political Economy Vol. 37, No. 2

References

Banglanews24.com (2021). Summertime Onion Framing should be Spread Out: Agriculture
Minister (In Bengali, Grsnmokalin Peyajer Chash Choriey Ditey Hobey: Krishi
Montree). https://www.banglanews24.com/agriculture/news/bd/821219.details

Banglanews24.com. (2020). Framers Busy with Harvesting Onion, worried about Price
(In Bengali, Peyaj Tolai Besto Krishok, Dam Nieye Sonka). https:/www.
banglanews24.com/agriculture/news/bd/779946.details

Banglanews24.com. (2019). Onion Farmers in Manikganj are in Despair even after
Bumper Harvest (In Bengali, Bampar Foloneyo Hotashai Manikganjer Peyaj
Chasira). https://www.banglanews24.com/agriculture/news/bd/704801.details

Barkat et al. (2021). Dhaka: COVID-19 Impact on Lives and Livelihoods of the Land, Water
and Natural Resources Dependent Communities: Coping with Post COVID-19
New Normal Situation. HDRC & ALRD.

Barkat, A., & Suhrawardy, G. M. (2019). Agriculture of Bangladesh: Political Economy
of Fixed Rent Leasing and Contract Farming (in Bengali, Bangladesher Krishi:
Pattani Chash Ebong Chuktiboddha Chasher Rajnoitik Arthaniti). Dhaka:
MuktoBuddhi Publishers.

Das, S. C. (2019). Farmers are Hopeful at the harsh scent of Onion. (In Bengali, Peajer
Bortoman. https://www.banglanews24.com/agriculture/news/bd/753445.details

Farook, A. (2018). No Way except to Increase Onion Production (In Bangali, Peyajer
Utpadon Baranor Kono Bikolpo Nei). Dhaka: Bonik Barta (Baw-deep, issue 40).

Sadik, M. (2019). Ban on Onion Import for Four Months in the New Year. (In Bengali,
Notun Bochorey Char Mas Peyaj Amdani Bondho). https://www.banglanews24.
com/agriculture/news/bd/761871.details

Shahin, S. (2018). Economics of Onion. (In Bengali, Peajer Orthonity). Dhaka: Bonik
Barta (Baw-deep, issue 40).

Suhrawardy, G. M. (2013). Bangladesher Orthonoitik Kromo Bikash — Rostowr Stor
Totteyer Nirikhey Ekti Porjalochona [(In English) Economic Development of
Bangladesh — Review in the light of the Stage Theory of Rostow]’. Bangladesh
Unnayan Sameekkha, 30 (Annual Issue), p. 39-59. 2013, January. Retrieved from
https://bids.org.bd/uploads/publication/BUS/BUS30/BUS-sohowardi(Final)(3).
pdf

Suhrawardy, G. M. & Zaman, A. B. (2021). Bangladesh Case Study on Government Credit
or Production Assistance to Smallholder Boro Farmers. Dhaka: Association for
Land Reform and Development (ALRD) and Asian NGO Coalition for Agrarian
Reform and Rural Development (ANGOC).



