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 Executive Summary  
 

The Rice Value Chain (RVC) project is a 15-month pilot project run by the International Rice Research 

Institute (IRRI) Bangladesh to support the private sector with the goal of improving the efficiency of the 

rice value chain. RVC is working through eight partners and the intervention areas are mostly in the south 

and southwest of Bangladesh. The mSTAR/Bangladesh team received a technical assistance request from 

IRRI Bangladesh to investigate the transaction flows between various value chain actors in the rice value 

chain and also to look at whether and how mobile financial services (MFS) can be appropriately integrated 

into payment streams within the rice value chain in order to create more efficiency and transparency. The 

assessment included feedback from farmers, input retailers and other forward market actors within the 

rice value chain and was conducted in Jessore and Barisal, within the Feed the Future (FTF) zone.  

 

The assessment captured some basic demographic information about the respondents such as age, sex, 

educational attainment, and also mobile ownership and access to mobile technology. The assessment also 

tried to map out all the value chain actors in the rice value chain in various stages of the product lifecycle.  

The actors identified were input retailers, input dealers, farmers, collectors, millers, large scale traders, 

commission agents, wholesalers, retailers, and then the final consumers. For all of the actors, their buying 

and selling behavior was analyzed and it was seen that transactions are mainly cash based, with credit 

extension very common among the actors. Use of the banking channel was also noticed for large value 

transactions and when there was significant geographical distance between the transacting parties.  

 

Besides mapping the transaction flows within the value chain actors, the assessment looked into other 

aspects of financial behavior of the actors as well, such as their savings and loan-related behavior. Banking 

services and micro-credit facilities have reasonable reach in the rural areas, although many farmers still 

remain unbanked through formal financial institutions. It was also seen that microfinance loans are easier 

to avail than bank loans but the repayment terms do not often align with the financial cycle of many of the 

actors. Informal sources of funds are easier to obtain but they can be very costly. Some middle level actors 

were seen to be quite connected to the banks since many of them have bank accounts (current account) 

for making business transactions and also avail overdraft loan facilities from banks.  

 

A look at the awareness and usage of MFS among the value chain actors revealed that awareness levels 

are high among the actors and the usage rate is satisfactory. However, usage is mostly through agents and 

use of own wallet was seen to be quite low. The purpose of using MFS was also restricted to mostly 

person-to-person (P2P) transactions for personal use, rather than for making transactions with buyers or 

sellers. A closer look at the frequency of use also revealed that most users used it for emergency purposes 

or on an ad hoc basis and MFS is not really an integral part of their regular transaction channel. The 

respondents candidly expressed their views regarding MFS and, although they are quite aware of the 

convenience it offers through the instant transfer of money from one place to another, they voiced some 

concerns. Most respondents seemed to think that MFS is still quite expensive and not yet feasible for them 

to adopt for all their financial transactions, although this is mostly due to misinformation about actual 

wallet-based pricing structures given the high use of over-the-counter transactions. Another important 

observation was that since most of the value chain actors in the upstream and midstream segment of the 

chain are situated close to each other, the full benefits of transferring money through MFS are not realized. 

Respondents noted that MFS is not currently economically viable for them; however, some MFS usage for 
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transacting with business partners was seen when they were situated farther away and it made more sense 

to transact through MFS rather than spending considerable time and money on the journey to make or 

receive payments. Field observations found that access to MFS agents is not an insurmountable challenge 

since agent networks have spread rapidly and are available in most of the Union level markets.  

 

Despite these findings, we did identify significant potential scope for integrating MFS into the rice value 

chain and suitable recommendations for doing so were put forward. Specific MFS accounts suitable for 

specific actors were identified and recommended payment streams for the value chain actors were 

constructed. In addition to recommendations for each of the actors, some broad recommendations are 

also provided that are pertinent for IRRI and MFS providers to delve into. The overarching objective is to 

push for development of an MFS ecosystem within the rural setting, which will by default propagate the 

use of MFS in the rural economic sphere.  

 

The final area of exploration was to observe the flow of funds within the operational activities of IRRI and 

within its partner NGOs. A mapping of the current fund flow was constructed and the bottlenecks were 

identified. Based on appropriateness and consideration of time and cost savings, a proposed fund flow was 

put in place that would smoothen the cash flow as it moves downstream. Cash transactions were replaced 

by transactions through MFS in streams where it would provide increased convenience and security. Some 

other recommendations such as digitizing the discount coupons through which farmers are receiving 

subsidies can also be discussed for future assessments.  
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1. Introduction  
 

1.1 Overview of the Rice Value Chain Project  

The Rice Value Chain (RVC) project is a 15-month pilot project run by IRRI Bangladesh to support the 

private sector to improve the efficiency of the rice value chain. RVC is working through eight partners. 

The intervention areas are Jessore, Chuadanga, Magura, Jhenaidah, Khulna, Bagerhat, Satkhira, Faridpur, 

Rajbari, Madaripur, Barisal, Patuakhali, Bhola, and Barguna. 

 

RVC is promoting select varieties of crops grown in rice-based cropping systems, including fine grained 

and aromatic rice varieties such as BRRI dhan50 and BRRI dhan34, and high value crops grown in rotation 

with these rice varieties such as lentil, mung bean, peas, oilseed mustard, and sunflower. RVC works with 

seed companies and their retailers to make the seeds available to local seed producers who are part of 

the program. RVC is working through more than 200 farmer groups supporting them to access seeds 

through training and linking them with markets. The project is experimenting with a group marketing 

approach in which farmers have developed collection points through which crops are sold to traders. This 

reduces the transaction costs of traders and should result in higher prices for farmers. The project has to 

see if those higher prices materialize. RVC will also be working on forward market linkages through which 

75 traders will be identified and trained on specific seeds and businesses.  

 

1.2 Purpose and Scope of the Assessment 

The mSTAR/Bangladesh team received a technical assistance request from IRRI Bangladesh to investigate 

the transaction flows between the various value chain actors within the rice value chain. The assessment 

also examined how mobile financial services (MFS) can be appropriately integrated into payment streams 

within the rice value chain in order to create more efficiency and transparency. The scope of this 

assessment also delved into opportunities for IRRI to use MFS within their project activities. The 

overarching objectives of this assessment are appended below: 

 

Á Map cash flows between value chain actors and for each value chain actor 

Á Understand the financial behavior of various value chain actors of the rice value chain 

Á Access source of finance of value chain actors 

Á Awareness and usage of MFS by value chain actors 

Á Opportunities for integrating MFS in the value chain and potential barriers 

Á Opportunities for MFS uptake by IRRI in their project activities 

 

1.3  Assessment Design  & Sample Size  

The assessment was conducted in areas surrounding IRRI hubs in Jessore and Barisal. The 

mSTAR/Bangladesh team conducted FGDs with the projectõs beneficiary farmers and key informant 

interviews (KIIs) with various value chain actors, such as input retailers, collectors, millers, and large scale 

traders. The details of the sampling frame are appended below: 
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Table 1: Respondent profile and sample size 

Sampling Plan  Data collection Method  Numbers  

Input retailers KII 6 

Farmers FGD (6 FGDs) 6 x 10 = 60 

Collectors (Faria, Bepari) KII 5 

Millers KII 5 

Arotdars (Commission agents) KII 2 

Large scale wholesalers KII 3 

Total  81 

 

The FGD questionnaires were designed in such a way that both qualitative and quantitative information 

could be garnered and act as a group administered survey. The KII questionnaires were structured 

questionnaires with appropriate coding. The collected data then went through rigorous analysis with the 

use of SPSS statistical software, as well as Microsoft Excel. Interviews with IRRI and partner staff were 

also conducted both at IRRIõs field offices and in Dhaka. A total of nine such interviews were conducted, 

including three interviews with staff from IRRI partners Jagorani Chakra Foundation and Bangladesh 

Development Society.  
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Figure 3: FGD in Barisal Figure 4: A rice mill in Barisal 

Figure 2: Input retailer interview in Barisal 

Figure 5: Trader interview in Barguna, Barisal Figure 6: An input seller's signboard in Jhenidah 

Figure 1: Trader interview in Jhenidah 
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1.4 Geographical Coverage  

The assessment was conducted in the areas surrounding the Jessore and Barisal hubs of IRRI Bangladesh. 

Detailed GIS information was collected from all the data collection areas and a map was drawn to depict 

those locations. The districts of Jessore, Jhenidah, Barisal, Patuakhali and Barguna were covered during 

the assessment. The map below depicts the assessment areas: 

 

Figure 7: GIS locations of assessment areas 
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1.5 Limitations  

A major limitation of the assessment is the relatively small sample size, especially for the input retailers 

and forward market actors. Thus, any analysis or comments regarding a specific actor cannot be 

considered fully representative of that particular actor within the survey regions. The remarks made in 

this report, especially regarding transactions and the financial behavior of value chain actors, give some 

idea about a particular actorõs behavior, although are not meant to be reflective of all actors. In addition, 

this assessment primarily looked at opportunities for using mobile financial services, which are only one 

channel within the broader category of digital financial services. It did not assess opportunities for agent 

banking, card-based payments or other forms of digital financial services. For a more detailed analysis, a 

much more comprehensive and larger sample study may need to be carried out.  

 

2. Assessment Findings  
 

2.1 Demographic Information  

2.1.1 Farmers  

A total of 60 farmers participated in six FGDs as part of this assessment. Out of the 60 respondents, 56 

were male and 4 were female. However, it has to be mentioned that women are also heavily involved in 

rice farming, especially during sowing and threshing, but they donõt always portray themselves as rice 

farmers. Thus, it also somewhat reflected in the composition of the respondents. The following tables 

provide additional demographic details. T  

 

Age  

Table 2: Age of respondents 

 

Educational Attainment  

Table 3: Educational attainment of farmers 

Educational Level  Number  Percent  

Illiterate (no education)  8 13.3 

Numeric literate - - 

Grade 1 ð 5 20 33.3 

Grade 5 ð 10 19 31.7 

SSC 8 13.3 

HSC - - 

Bachelorõs - - 

Age Range of Farmers  Number  Percent  

Below 30 8 13.3 

31-45 27 45 

Over 45 25 41.7 

Total  60 100 
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Educational Level  Number  Percent  

Masterõs 5 8.3 

Total  60 100 

 

As seen from the table above, most of the farmers have not studied beyond secondary school. Though, 

surprisingly in the Jessore region, a group of five farmers reported having attained a Masterõs degree.  
 

2.1.2 Other Value Chain Actors  

For the other value chain actors, only the level of education was collected. All of the other value chain 

actors that participated in the KIIs were male. It is quite rare to find a female-led input retailer shop in 

rural communities in Bangladesh, and no such shops were encountered in the assessment area.  

 

Input retailers  

Table 4: Educational Attainment of Input Retailers 

Educational Level  Number  Percent  

Illiterate (no education)  - - 

Numeric literate - - 

Grade 1 ð 5 - - 

Grade 5 ð 10 2 33.3 

SSC 2 33.3 

HSC 1 16.7 

Bachelorõs 1 16.7 

Masterõs - - 

Total  6 100 

 

Forward market actors  

Table 5: Educational attainment of forward market actors 

Educational Level  Number  Percent  

Illiterate (no education)  2 13 

Numeric literate 1 7 

Grade 1 ð 5 4 27 

Grade 5 ð 10 1 7 

SSC 2 13 

HSC 2 13 

Bachelorõs 2 13 

Masterõs 1 7 

Total  15 100 

 

 

  



mSTAR/BANGLADESH  | Technical Assistance Report   15 

2.2 Mobile Phone Usage  

2.2.1 Farmers  

At the farmersõ level, it was seen that out of the 60 respondents, 88% owned a mobile phone and had a 

registered SIM card and 10% at least had access to mobile phones. However, one farmer mentioned that 

he neither owned nor had access to a mobile phone. When asked about the type of mobile phones they 

used, the vast majority (93%) were using feature phones. An additional two farmers used basic phones 

and two farmers were using smartphones, albeit lower-end models. Farmers used their mobile phones 

mainly for making and receiving calls, although some farmers stated that they listen to the radio or take 

pictures once in a while.  

 

2.2.2 Input retailers  

All the input retailers interviewed used mobile phones and had SIM cards registered in their name. Five 

out of six retailers used multiple SIM cards. All of them owned a GrameenPhone (GP) SIM. After GP, 

Banglalink and Airtel were the preferred MNOs. Their phone usage pattern is depicted in the following 

table: 

 

Table 6: Mobile phone usage purpose of input retailers 

Phone Use Purpose  Number  Percent  

Making & receiving calls 6 100.0 

SMS 4 66.7 

To check airtime balance 2 33.3 

To access the internet - - 

To play games - - 

For mobile banking 1 16.7 

Listen to music 3 50.0 

Listen to radio - - 

To access news - - 

To take pictures - - 
 

2.2.3 Forward Market Actors  

All of the 15 forward market actors interviewed used mobile phones and had SIMs registered in their 

name, with 60% of the actors using multiple SIMs. Notably, all of them used a GP SIM and dual SIM users 

preferred Airtel, Banglalink and Robi, alongside a GP SIM. When asked about the usage of mobile phones, 

the following responses were received as depicted in the table below: 

 
Table 7: Mobile phone usage purpose of forward market actors 

Phone Use Purpose  Number  Percent  

Making & receiving calls 15 100 

SMS - - 

To check airtime balance 2 13.3 

To access the internet - - 
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Phone Use Purpose  Number  Percent  

To play games 3 20.0 

For mobile banking 2 13.3 

Listen to music 1 6.7 

Listen to radio 1 6.7 

To access news - - 

To take pictures 4 26.7 

 

From the table above, it can be seen that forward market actors use their mobile phones for a multitude 

of purposes other than just making and receiving calls. Two of the respondents were also already using 

MFS to send and receive money.  

 

2.3 Rice Value C hain Mapping  

Rice is the foremost cereal in Bangladesh. Bangladesh has an excellent part-tropical climate, abundant 

water from rivers and a large number of rice farmers. As a result of these conditions, Bangladesh is one 

of the worldõs leading rice growing nations. Rice is the staple diet of the countryõs 160 million population 

and the per capita rice consumption in Bangladesh is higher than in any other country where rice is the 

staple. (Bangladesh Rice Foundation, n.d.)  Rice is usually grown all-year-round in Bangladesh but, in the 

study zones of Jessore and Barisal region, it was seen that farmers cultivate rice twice a year. The main 

seasons of rice cultivation are Aman (June-November) and Boro (December-April). From field 

observations, the activities related to rice farming can be mapped as per the following table: 

 

Table 8: Rice crop calendar 

Particulars  Jan Feb Mar  Apr  May June July  Aug Sep Oct  Nov  Dec 

Aman Season              

Land preparation             

Sowing             

Growth             

Harvesting              

Selling             

Boro Season              

Land preparation             

Sowing             

Growth             

Harvesting              

Selling             

 

From primary observation and secondary study, various actors of the rice value chain were identified and 

the interrelationships between them could be observed as well. The various actors in the chain and their 

roles are discussed briefly below: 
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Input sellers - Retailers and dealers selling various type of inputs needed for rice cultivation. The inputs 

include different varieties of rice seeds, fertilizer, and pesticides. The input sellers are also important 

information points for farmers regarding various innovations in input products. Farmers also take advice 

from them on usage methods of particular inputs.  

 

Farmers - They are the central character of the rice value chain. They give their blood, toil, tears, and 

sweat to produce rice for the whole nation. Even though we term them as producers, they are in essence 

business people themselves since they are investing in inputs, giving their labor in the field, and also selling 

their produce for a profit as any entrepreneur would do.  

 

Paddy Collectors - Collectors collect paddy from farmers from different locations, store the paddy, and 

sell to either other paddy trader with large scale operations or to millers. The value added in paddy trading 

is through collecting, aggregating, storing, and transporting the goods. Such traders are also called faria 

and bepari and are generally part-time, seasonal traders do not have permanent business establishments 

(Rice value chain assessment and rice preferences of consumers, 2015). 

 

Processors/Millers - Rice is usually processed through parboiling and milling. Parboiling is the 

hydrothermal treatment of paddy before milling, whereby the rice goes through the process of soaking, 

steaming, and drying (Rice value chain assessment and rice preferences of consumers, 2015). Rice mills in 

Bangladesh are generally classified as husking, semi-automatic, and automatic. However, for this study, 

only husking and semi-automatic millers were interviewed. Millers are businessmen but they can also act 

as service providers. Village level millers often mill rice for farmers for a charge and the latter would use 

it for household consumption only. Millers usually collect the rice from rice collectors but, in some 

instances, they also collect from farmers directly. Some of the collectors also act as agents on behalf of 

the millers to collect large volumes of rice from the farmers. Processors mainly sell to wholesalers within 

their districts, as well as wholesalers from other districts and divisions. 

 

Large scale traders - Such traders are active in the major markets and handle larger volumes of rice 

than rural traders. They usually manage networks of 40 ð 50 smaller traders or mills.  Much of the rice is 

destined for the domestic market in other districts or to the major divisional headquarters and the capital. 
 

Commission Agents ( Arotdars)- Commission agents are traders who deal in bulk quantities of rice 

and their profit is generated from the commission they receive from selling rice. Traders and millers bring 

rice to their mokam (establishment) where rice is traded. They charge a commission on the total value of 

rice sold. The going rate of commission was seen to be BDT 13 per bag of rice sold or BDT 13 per 50 kg 

of rice sold.  
 

Wholesalers - Located in major markets, wholesalers buy rice from traders and store/handle product 

for a range of end markets, including retail.  
 

Retailers - Retailers are downstream actors who sell rice to final consumers in smaller quantities. 

Retailers have taken many shapes and sizes. Retailers can be at the village level, at the district city level or 
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at the big city level. But their common trait is that they sell the rice to the final consumer in smaller 

amounts. Wherever there are consumers demanding rice, there will be retailers. Even chain shops located 

in Dhaka and other big cities are also retailers of rice. However, retailers were not interviewed within the 

scope of this assessment.  
 

Consumers - The final consumers of the rice. They buy the rice for household consumption and in small 

amounts. Rice consumers were not interviewed within the scope of this assessment.  

 

2.3.1 Rice Value Chain Map 

 

Note: Percentages denote the percentage flow of goods, not value, to the immediate succeeding actors. Source: primary data 

through field observation. 

 

Figure 8: Rice value chain mapping of actors 
































































































