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1. Introduction  and Purpose  

Internal migration has become both a major policy concern and a subject of a heated public debate 

in Bangladesh.  It has been identified as both saviour and villain of the national developmental story; 

a driver of economic expansion and modernization, while also the cause of severe urban deprivation 

and a destroyer of traditional rural life.  This tension is not an unusual one for a country undergoing 

a rapid socioeconomic transition - from a low income agrarian past to a middle income, industrial 

future. To a great extent migration, industrialization and urbanization are a single symbiotic process, 

and the underpinning forces are hard to resist. However, they are not beyond control, and policy 

responses still matter in localities and at the aggregate level. In principal, this paper views internal 

migration in a positive light, seeing it as essential to economic transformation, and crucially, to the 

on-going reduction of poverty. Successful management of this process requires that some of its 

complexity be stripped away, and the key near term drivers and their relative importance are 

revealed. 

This paper therefore explores the nature, causes and dynamics of domestic migration, and 

specifically the role played by three distinct factors ς livelihoods and economy, the quality of public 

services and the presence of challenging environmental conditions.  It presents key findings, 

conclusions and offers a series of policy recommendations. However, an equally important aim is to 

generally inform and stimulate debate on migration and the associated policy questions.  The 

supporting analyses employ a set of quantitative methods, and we aim to supplement the largely 

qualitative literature that has emerged in recent years. Yet at the outset, we underline that the 

rather weak data resources tend to limit what can be definitively concluded. It is also important to 

make clear that our purposes of the paper are fairly prosaic ς at core we simply seek to map the 

pattern of movements and to test the three commonly assumed alternative drivers of migration 

(economy, environment and public service quality).     

The paper has three principle sections. The first provides the context - the national background and 

the body of theory which underpins the research undertaken. The second outlines the methods and 

analysis employed, and sets out the key findings. Third and finally, we provide conclusions and a 

series of policy recommendations.   

2. Background   

This initial section sets out the research context, providing an overview of migratory trends and 

socioeconomic and environmental pressures in Bangladesh.  It is also worth noting that while there 

have been a large number of contributions to the literature on migration, many are qualitative in 

nature, and part of our purpose is to bring new insights through the application of very basic 

analytical techniques using aggregate data1.  In addition to reviewing the discussion of population 

movements and the economic and environmental conditions, it summarizes the main theoretical 

frameworks we employ to understand and analyse the main drivers.   

2.1 Context  

It is undeniable that migration is major a feature of BangladeshΩǎ recent history.  Successive studies 

and policy papers have documented large movements both within and outside the country.  Current 

                                                             
1
 An exception is the Centre for Urban Studies (CUS) (2006), Slums of Bangladesh: Mapping and Census 2005 

(2006). Note this was more of mapping then census, as enumeration was done at community level.  
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estimates put the number of external migrants per year at above 600,000 and the level of inward 

remittances as approaching a staggering 10% of GDP2. Internal migration has generally been thought 

of as an urbanization phenomenon, and the urbanization rate has been quoted at 3.03% over the 

period from 1975 to 2009, and this is one of the highest in the world3.  In turn, this is typically 

explained by a dramatic shift from agricultural to industrial production (the former down from 32% 

to 19% and latter up from 21% to 28% as a share of GDP between 1980 and 2010)4, and/ or 

population flight from areas exposed to serious environmental challenges. In addition, variations in 

living conditions have also emerged as an issue within discursive accounts of movements (Tavares, 

2010).  

It is also important to take note of the macro level processes at work. Foremost, the country is 

nearing the end of its demographic transition and in recent years, annual population growth rates 

have been falling (but note the decadal data quoted below shows growth). UNFPA projections 

suggest Bangladesh is now approaching the maintenance level; while its current population level of 

around 150 million will rise further, it will plateau at around 200 million in the next 15 years5.  This 

change will have implications for the level and character of migration, as growing and young 

populations are more likely to exhibit dynamic patterns of movement.   

The second, and equally significant, background macro level process is the economic expansion, and 

to some extent economic transformation, the country has enjoyed since the early 1990s. Growth has 

now reached an annual trend rate of some 6 to 6 ½% per annum. This has been accompanied by 

structural change to higher value-added production, associated with the industrialization process. 

This has directly driven major socioeconomic changes, of which mass migration is one. Indeed, 

population movements have both affected the economy and in turn, been affected by it. We return 

to these questions below, but it is also worth underlining that the growth process has been poverty 

reducing as Chart 1 shows; the national headcount ratio has fallen from 59% in 1991 to just over 

31% in 2010; and while the dollar a day rate has lagged behind the national rate, it too has seen 

large reductions over time. It is also worth noting - migration internal and external - has made a 

direct contribution to these outcomes.  However, a case can be made for the stronger impact of 

internal over external migration in poverty reduction, as it is potentially more growth enhancing and 

its distributional impacts more equitable6. 

  

                                                             
2 Overseas migration data is taken from UNCT UNDAF Info database; estimates of remittances (as a percentage 
of GDP) from UNRC Economic Briefings 2011/ 2012. 

3 Urbanization Prospects Report 2009 (UNDESA), for the period of 1975-2009 

4 Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics website (see: www.bbs.gov.bd/). 

5 This is as per UNFPA briefing to the LCG DP Plenary Session Summer 2012.  Care is needed with population 
data, BBS district level estimates (used in this paper) suggest a population of 144 million at mid-point of 2010 
(yet alternative BBS sources quote range of between 141 and 148 million). 

6 Four arguments can be made to support this: (1) Internal migration has a broader income effect whereby 
smaller sums of money are more evenly distributed across areas and poor families (through internal 
remittances); (2) It is likely that internal migration will continue to increase at a faster rate; (3) Internal 
migration generally involves (even) poorer people from (even) poorer regions and has a stronger role to play in 
achieving the MDGs; and (4) it is an important driver of growth in many sectors. 

http://www.bbs.gov.bd/
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Chart 1: Poverty Headcount Rates 1990 onward & Projections7 

 

One of the few quantitative sources, the Centre for Urban Studies 2005 census of low income 

settlements finds that a large proportion of slum residents in the city corporation towns had 

migrated from other districts or their rural hinterlands.  As illustrated in Table 1, the proportion of 

migrants within slums areas varies but is generally high; ranging from 53% in Dhaka (column 1) to 

70% in Khulna and Rajshahi (columns 4 and 5).  Long distance movements (shown by underlined 

text) are a major proportion in Dhaka but are rare elsewhere.  Coastal belt districts (an area plagued 

by cyclone and sea flooding) figure highly, particularly in Dhaka (red bold text) and in Khulna and 

Barisal (columns 1, 5 and 6).  It is, however, worth noting these figures are estimated at settlement 

level and therefore somewhat approximate.  

Table 1:  Major Districts of Origin of Slum Dwellers by City Corporation (source: CUS, 2006)8 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Dhaka  (53%) Chittagong (54%) Sylhet (59%) Rajshahi 
(70%) 

Khulna 
(70%) 

Barisal (65%) 

Barisal (23%)  Chittagong (20%) Mymensingh 
(16%) 

Rajshahi  
(70%) 

Barisal 
(36%) 

Barisal (65%) 

Faridpur (9%) Comilla (19%) Sunamganj 
(14%) 

 Bagerhat 
(18%) 

 

Comilla (9%) Noakhali (15%) Comilla (11%)  Faridpur 
(17%) 

 

Mymensingh 
(7%)  

 Rangpur (10%)    

Rangpur (5%)  Hobiganj  
(10%) 

   

Key: Underlining ς Out of Division migrants; Red Bold ς Coastal belt migrants; Green italics ς 

northern environmentally challenged (Haor and Monga). 

                                                             
7 Source: UNCT Economic Briefing Series 2011- 2013 (UNDP). 

8
 Adapted from CUS (2006), Table 4.15, page 48; although the term census is used, a population and area-

based mapping may be a better characterization. 
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It is important to differentiate between seasonal and longer term population movements, and 

between what might be referred to as elective and enforced migration.  The purpose of the paper is 

to examine movements which are both permanent and (generally) entered into freely. However it is 

recognized that differentiating between these two considerations is often difficult in practice9.  

Environmental challenges play a big part in these two considerations. Referring to the first, 

Bangladesh has a long established seasonal pattern of temporary rural worker movement, 

associated with the annual cycle of rainy and dry periods.  This affects two regions in particular ς the 

Monga prone districts in the northwest which suffer prolonged and severe drought during the 

winter, and the north-eastern Haor-affected areas, which face flooding and waterlogging during the 

monsoon.  Within the areas, which are dominated by subsistence agriculture, workers have always 

moved to secure their livelihoods, albeit temporarily.  This was initially to neighbouring agricultural 

localities, but in the last twenty years this cycle has expanded to include working within the core 

urban centres.  Some evidence has shown that these movements have become more permanent in 

nature, and therefore lie within the scope of this paper.   

While Bangladesh has few administrative restrictions, the extent of environmental pressures 

(notably within the cyclone-prone coastal belt) does call into question the freedom of migration 

choices.  Indeed, the risks and impacts may be so severe as to preclude human settlement.  Exodus 

from this coastal region is an often cited environmentally-driven source of population flows, and is 

argued to be more permanent and sustained (see for example Walsham, 2010).  However, it is also 

important to make a further distinction between what environmental commentators describe as 

slow-onset environmental damage and sudden onset impacts. Whereas the former involves a 

progressive degradation of the ecosystem, the latter is acute and event driven. It seems this might 

be described as a form of enforced movement. Yet also, as commentators such as Walsham (2010) 

note, these two occur at the same time and place, and they interact with each other. The coastal 

belt offers a prime example of this, with cyclone risks faced by the self-same areas suffering 

progressive rises in sea level and salt water inundations.  

Before moving on, it is also worth noting large parts of Bangladesh, and perhaps a majority of the 

land area, is environmentally at riskΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ŀǎ ¦b5tΩǎ Comprehensive Disaster Management 

tǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ Local Disaster Risk Reduction Fund map of vulnerable areas illustrates (see Chart 2) some 

40 of the 64 districts are rated as at risk. Potentially all of these areas are subject to pressures which 

might drive population losses, but in the analyses employed below we focus on the three generic 

areas identified above.  

  

                                                             
9
 Moreover, it must also be underlined that many temporary movements have an important economic, and 

therefore, poverty reduction impact (this is through both individual earnings and internal remittances). 
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Chart 2:  Environmentally at risk areas (per LDRF)10 

 

However, most of the existing literature identifies economic forces as underpinning the strongest 

population movements, and especially in driving migration to the core urban centres of Dhaka and 

Chittagong.  In addition, .ŀƴƎƭŀŘŜǎƘΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ geography has been dominated by an east-west 

axis, whereby the east out flanks the west. The country has long been bifurcated by the mighty 

Jamuna and Padma rivers, but the divide has been reinforced by poorer infrastructure and limited 

access to markets, and crucially therefore, to the export-based boom which took hold in the last 

twenty five years. Yet in more recent years, this pattern has begun to breakdown somewhat, notably 

in the northwest due to the opening of Jamuna bridge and some easing off trade restrictions with 

India.  In addition, there are important specific regional variations. These include both growth poles 

(such as Sylhet city in the north) and lagging sub-regions (such as the Chittagong Hill Tracts in the far 

Southeast), which modify the overall patterns.   

Taken together, these factors lay bare the unevenness of growth process, and the level of spatial 

inequality in Bangladesh. Indeed, while the overall income and expenditure distribution has 

remained fairly static (with a Gini coefficient of 0.32), the spatial component (measured by the ratio 

of Theil Indices) has grown over the past surveys (BBS, 2011; World Bank, 2008)11. This is 

unsurprising given the pivotal role internal migration plays within BangladeǎƘΩǎ economy, and to an 

extent, migration, urbanization and industrialization are symbiotic processes. With large numbers of 

                                                             
10

 See CDMP website: http://www.cdmp.org.bd/  

11 Gini coefficients have been provided in successive editions of the BBS Household Income and Expenditure 
Survey; the Gini has stabilized at 0.33 (BBS, 2011). The Theil Index however has only been made available in 
ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ .ŀƴƪΩǎ нллс tƻǾŜǊǘȅ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΤ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘŜȄ ǎƘƻǿǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƛƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 
3% between 2000 and 2005 (UNDP staff estimates based on World Bank, 2008).  

http://www.cdmp.org.bd/
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rural Bangladeshis providing the labour force for rapidly growing manufacturing activities, chiefly 

Ready Made Garments, and/ or serving in the large informal sector which has established itself 

around these industries. Yet as noted this process has been far from even, with the majority of the 

value added located in core cites. As a result, secondary urban centres have never prospered to the 

extent that Dhaka and Chittagong have.  Moreover, it is only latterly that a tightening of rural labour 

markets and improvements in agricultural productivity has dispersed some of the gains to other 

regions.  

An equally significant development has been the growth of slum conditions in urban localities, even 

within the core cities, together with considerable levels of unemployment and under-employment.  

Clearly, the promise of opportunities and better lives has not been realized in full. Yet in-urban flows 

have continued apace.  In addition to poverty, inequality and social exclusion have emerged, and 

slums often sit alongside affluent suburbs. As a result, localized intense poverty is hidden within the 

aggregate data. Urban poverty also has a different character, with high levels of multiple human 

deprivations, as opposed to the single vector of income measured by national survey instruments. 

This pocketed nature of urban poverty mirrors the leopard skin pattern which has developed in  

rural areas, whereby localities with viable land and communications have benefitted from growing 

domestic demand (also a by-product of economic transformation) while others have not.  The 

overall impact is a migration process which is unbalanced, and while positive in aggregate, has 

produced unequal outcomes for families and localities. Questions might also legitimately be raised 

about the sustainability of a process centred on the core cites alone, and their ability to absorb and 

make best use of surplus labour. It seems likely that at the very least, diminishing returns will set in, 

and dis-economies such as pollution, congestion and social dislocation will slow the growth potential 

of the existing economic model. 

This presents a prima facie case for public intervention to manage and mediate the impacts of 

population flows. Yet official policy responses to mass internal migration have generally been weak 

with the authorities often playing catch up in seeking to address substantial and irrevocable 

changes.  Moreover, there is a general reticence within Government to act on rural to urban flows, 

and especially to the metropolitan core, and this in spite of the development of large urban slums. 

Governments have even tacitly viewed worsening socioeconomic conditions as a mean of choking 

further flows. As we will see this seems to have little basis in empirical facts. Moreover, this 

threatens to fundamentally weaken the growth potential of cities, while also effectively sanctioning 

mass deprivations.  

2.2 Theoretical  Perspectives  

Theoretical understandings of internal migration (noting again we are referring to elective, 

permanent movements) can be grouped under two broad headings; geographical push-pull models, 

under which movements are governed by a balance of attracting and repelling factors; and economic 

models rooted in productivity and livelihood differentials, notably those offered by Lewis (1954) and 

Harris and Todaro (1970).    

In essence, push-pull understandings rely on the weighing of a series of considerations motivating 

individual migration decisions based on the broad gains at the destination location and losses (or 

risks) suffered at the starting location. These accounts typically also assume there is an inertial 

threshold which needs to be overcome prior to relocation ς i.e. either by an event, pay-off or change 
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substantial enough to motivate movement.  The factors to be weighed might include the economic 

(livelihoods, opportunities and higher wages), social (quality of public services, community/ ethic 

ties, crime levels and security issues), and the physical (amenity value versus disaster conditions or 

the threat of them).  It is worth noting that push-pull type explanations have been cited most 

frequently in the Bangladesh context within studies examining the impact of environmental 

vulnerabilities. 

Economic models are rather more sophisticated in their formulation, and certainly more 

parsimonious, given they are driven by economic differentials between localities (which in turn 

provide incentives for individuals and families to re-locate).  They also offer considerable benefits for 

the approaches used in this type of paper as they lend themselves to empirical testing. Nevertheless 

they might be criticized for their narrowness, reducing choices to a rational economic man-type 

calculus.  

Economic approaches can be differentiated between structural and micro level models.  Lewis 

(1954) offers a classical model of migration decisions in low income countries. This is framed part of 

a long term process of structural change, specifically from an agrarian to industrial society.   His 

model posits a dual sector economy, with a traditional backward sector (subsistence agriculture) and 

an emergent modern sector (urban-based manufacturing industry). Whereas the former exhibits 

static, and with population growth, returns, the latter is dynamic, with growing productivity. The 

widening productivity differential drives higher wage and opportunities in the modern, urban-based 

sector, and hence mass and hence opportunities and rapid mass migration.  The backward sector, 

where the marginal product of labour is close to zero, possesses an abundant supply of workers. The 

flow of people therefore also feeds the process of structural change and economic expansion.  This 

continues until rural productivity and wages begin to tighten.  For Lewis and others, this cycle is 

inherently positive and central to national economic development12.  Clearly, his account has a 

strong resonance with the pattern seen in Bangladesh in recent years.  

Empirical criticism of Lewis noting the emergence of unemployment and severe deprivations in 

urban centres, alongside a questioning of its generalizability, led Harris and Todaro (1970) to provide 

a micro model rooted in individual migration decisions.  For Harris and Todaro, the movement 

decision was a result of the basic economic differential (reflected in rural versus urban wage levels), 

but crucially also, the probability that employment could be obtained (given by the level of 

unemployment).  Thus, for rural dwellers the urban premium would be discounted by the probability 

of finding work.  Here flows cease when equilibrium arises, where real wages and unemployment 

levels are balanced. While Harris-Todaro does not so much ascribe causation, it provides a grounded 

model which might be tested econometrically.  Problematically, the key variables - geographically 

disaggregated real wages and unemployment and under employment levels - are hard to come by in 

most LDC contexts (including Bangladesh)13.  

3. Research Approach  and Findings  

This substantive section describes the analytical approach taken (the data sources and techniques) 

and sets out the key research findings.  The analysis seeks to provide answers to the core questions 

                                                             
12 For a technical examination of Lewis see either the original text or Thirlwall (1994), pages 195 - 197 

13 Similarly for a discussion of Harris-Todaro see Thirlwall, pages 195 to 197, and the original text. 
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posed by the study ς on nature and pattern of population flows over the last twenty years, and the 

underlying causal factors (variations in economic conditions, environmental constraints and public 

service quality). The approach is quantitative in nature, and we rely on published data and very basic 

statistical methods.  

3.1 Methods  

The research relies on census data at district level, disaggregated into urban and rural totals for the 

period between 1991 and 2011, hence spanning three national censuses (1991, 2001 and 2011), and 

also providing two ten year intervals.  This is used as a proxy for migration driven population change 

- the standard (and somewhat problematic) assumption being that changes above/ below the 

national growth rate are the result of inward/ outward migration14.  It is important to note also, 

there remains some uncertainty within the 2010 BBS census data, in the following we use a district 

disaggregation which adds to a total of 144 million15.  Population figures were matched with district 

level poverty data drawn from the WFP/ BBS poverty mapping exercise (for 2005)16 to examine the 

significance of economic factors, and a MDG index as a proxy for the quality of public services. This 

was taken from the UnicefΩǎ Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) dataset (see Unicef, 2009).   

The analysis was undertaken in two parts, first an examination of the nature of population growth 

(for flows), concentrating on the key common assumptions made within the public discourse.  These 

are specifically urbanization, east-west movements and other spatial patterns within and between 

divisions and districts. Second, the three drivers identified above, are tested using standard 

statistical techniques ς principally by cross breaking the data and comparing  mean changes, and by 

calculating correlation coefficients between population change (the dependent variable) and proxy 

variables for each of the factors under investigation (this was not possible for environmental 

pressures however). Formally, these can be specified as three testable hypotheses, with the null as 

the reverse case:    

- Population movements are motivated by differentials in economic factors (livelihoods, 

poverty and opportunities); 

- Movements are driven by the quality of public services (schooling and healthcare); 

- Movements are driven by poor environmental conditions, including extreme climatic events 

and disasters. 

The research approach varied for the three factors. Cross-break tabulations are provided for each, 

through which the category means are compared against overall changes.  These are specifically for 

economic conditions, using a set of core districts; for quality of services, using the 18 priority districts 

identified within the UNCT geographic targeting exercise as MDG lagging; and for environmental 

challenges ς three sub-categories -  the coastal-belt  districts, the flood prone Haor Districts and the 

seasonally dry Monga districts. These are followed-up by statistical analyses and testing. The 

availability of single proxies for economic conditions (the estimated poverty headcount) and quality 

                                                             
14

 This is a somewhat problematic assumption, as population growth will vary between areas based cultural 
and social factors, and fertility and fecundity ratios. BBS data suggests household sizes varied between 4.1 for 
Rangpur and Rajshahi and 5.5 for Sylhet (see: presentation on Bangladesh Census 2011 to the OIC Statistical 
Commission Turkey 13-15 May 2012 by Md. Shamsul Alam, Director). 

15 Other BBS sources quote population as ranging between 141 and 148 million. 

16 Data obtained from VAM Unit, World Food Programme, Dhaka. 
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of services (an MDG Index) allowed the use of correlation analysis (the Pearson Product Moment 

Correlation Coefficient - PMCC). The impact of environmental conditions however, was tested by a 

difference of means test on the combined group of challenged districts versus the non-challenged 

districts.  

However, it is important to note that these approaches are far from ideal.  The use of proxy 

measures, forced by the poor availability of data, potentially means the key variables and relations 

are not been mapped precisely.  Moreover, the correlation and testing approaches are also 

questionable on three technical grounds. This is first because they cannot account for the marginal 

(i.e. the single) contribution of factors, for which more sophisticated techniques would be required.  

The danger this poses is that any relations found, may jointly include those with other variables.  

Second, the techniques are also prey to a host of other confounding factors, most notably the 

possible non-comparability of the districts, and the presence of other cross-cutting relationships.  

Thirdly, it may not be wholly appropriate to employ parametric testing given we are largely working 

with population and not sample data.  Nevertheless, we are confident the analytical work is 

sufficiently rigorous to map and test the broad relationships. It is also important to recall that the 

purpose of this exercise is not to definitively ascribe causation, but rather, to use quantitative data 

to raise questions and bring additional rigour to the debate over migration. 

3.2 Findings : Overall Patterns and Trends  

At the surface level, the results tend to confirm the main points trailed in the discussion above.  

Referring to Chart 2, population growth has continued apace over the past two decades, with an 

overall increase of 29%, a rural increase of 24% and urban of 49%. This corresponds to annualized 

rates 1.3%, 1.1% and 2.0 % respectively. Clearly, Bangladesh has also seen both absolute and relative 

urbanization in this period, with a differential of some 25% between urban and rural growth rates.  

Moreover, again as seen in Chart 3, the headline figures also show this has been accompanied by 

movements to the more advanced and less peripheral western divisions. The Eastern Divisions grow 

by some 36% versus only 20% in the lagging West.   

Chart 3: Population Change: Urban/ Rural, East/ West
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Chart 4: Headline change, differences on national period rate 

 

However, there is also evidence of considerable complexity.  Most notable, is the marked difference 

in patterns between the two decades (again refer to Charts 3 and 4).  While in overall terms the 

trend towards urbanization is clear - the first decade unambiguously exhibits rural-urban flows - 

there is a major change in the second.  Here the data has a more nuanced pattern, with urban and 

rural growth rates converging at around 16% overall.  Moreover, at the district level (see Charts 5 

and 6 below), the data shows for the second decade that there is also re-balancing (between urban 

and rural growth) within individual districts. Yet, referring to Chart 7, it is also the case that the 

leading population-growth districts largely remain the same in both, but noting that there are one or 

two specific outliers (which we return to later). Indeed, through time, movements appear to have 

changed from an across the board pattern of urbanization, to a periphery to core trend. The areas 

which grow most rapidly in the second decade are those inside the countryΩs core, representing the 

urban hinterlands of the major cities (of Dhaka and Chittagong).  A number of factors may underpin 

this, ranging from saturation of the urban areas to the emergence of a more productive agricultural 

economy around the burgeoning cities. We return to these questions in the next section. 
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Chart 5: District level changes (numbers) Decade 1 (1991-2001) 
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Chart 6: District level changes (numbers) Decade 2 (2001-2011) 
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