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Abstract 

Bangladesh has implemented numerous safety net programmes since 1971 in an effort to fight against 

persistent and long-term poverty. Although most of these programmes are geared towards rural areas, 

urbanisation has led to an increase in the number of urban poor during the past 40 years. Open Market 

Sale (OMS) is the oldest, biggest and priciest metropolitan social protection programme, aiming to 

provide low-cost rice and flour to the urban poor. This study seeks to evaluate OMS’ service quality, 

using a qualitative, exploratory research design. It finds that the OMS programme is beset by numerous 

issues including poor targeting, political interference, leakages, loss of food grains, and low-quality 

goods – all of which impede its service quality. Moreover, it is significantly underfunded, local 

authorities are not always supportive, and corruption is very common among both programme 

administrators and local dealers. The study suggests that the government should regulate the operation 

of the OMS programme more efficiently, as its effectiveness largely relies on its service quality.  

Keywords: Open Market Sale, social safety net, service quality, food programme, food security, 

urban poverty, Bangladesh 
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Introduction 

Every individual is entitled to sufficient nourishment and freedom from hunger. The right to food has 

been recognised by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights since 1948 as a part of the right to an 

adequate standard of living (Mechlem 2004). At the national levels, the governments must ensure food 

security, since its absence can cause economic, social and political issues that lower productivity and 

growth. In extreme cases, food shortages can cause political and societal turmoil as well (Koren et al. 

2021). Since independence, Bangladesh has made great progress in food production and poverty 

alleviation, despite facing several obstacles to economic development (Mohajan 2018). However, food 

insecurity persists as the cost of food has increased beyond the financial means of the impoverished 

population. This problem is exacerbated by various obstacles faced by the country, such as rapid 

population expansion, political instability and natural disasters (Ahmed et al. 2025). In addition, the 

production of rice and other crops is regularly affected by natural disasters, while global price hikes 

disproportionately cause food insecurity for vulnerable people. For example, as of November 2025, 

Bangladesh is facing significant food insecurity challenges due to persistently high inflation, with the 

official food inflation rate standing at 7.36% (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 2025). 

The World Food Summit held in 1996 defined four dimensions of food security: physical availability 

of food; economic and physical access to food; food utilisation; and stability of the other dimensions 

over time (Aziz et al. 2023). In developing countries like Bangladesh, safety net programmes are 

essential in order to ensure access for people impacted by poverty (Begum et al. 2014; Shahabuddin et 

al. 2018). Since independence in 1971, the government of Bangladesh has provided a wide range of 

relief to people impacted by natural calamities and economic difficulties. As a part of this safety net, 

Open Market Sale (OMS) was inaugurated in the 1980s as a tool to stabilise the price of food for 

vulnerable people. Later, the OMS programme pivoted to providing subsidised rice and flour in towns 

and cities, where poverty and rapid urbanisation have expanded the need for food assistance (Dorosh 

and Shahabuddin 2002). More recently, Bangladesh’s National Food and Nutrition Security Policy was 

approved in August 2020 to ensure that the country achieves food and nutrition security as it works 

towards the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 2.1  

However, the efficiency of the OMS programme is a subject of concern, particularly in terms of its 

delivery and the quality of food grains. Challenges identified include limited resources, inadequate 

monitoring and weak grievance redress mechanisms (Wu et al. 2023); administrative complexity, high 

costs, leakages, mistargeting, weak governance, lack of transparency, political capture, and corruption 

in programme implementation (Masud-All-Kamal and Saha 2014; Sifat 2021); weaknesses in policies, 

a lack of integration and coordination, political instability, corruption, and budget shortages (Sarker and 

Nawaz 2021).  

 
1 SDG 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture. 
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Although existing studies on the OMS programme and comparable social safety net interventions in 

Bangladesh have documented implementation challenges such as weak monitoring, governance 

deficiencies, and incentive misalignment among service providers etc much of this literature tends to 

evaluate how the programme is designed and managed rather than how it is experienced by beneficiaries 

(Kaiser et al. 2023). Beneficiary perspectives are often treated descriptively or as secondary outcomes, 

with limited systematic assessment of how service quality is experienced at the point of delivery. 

Moreover, prior research tends to focus either on material aspects of programme delivery or on 

institutional efficiency in isolation, offering insufficient integration of tangible service attributes (eg 

food quality, accessibility) with systemic performance dimensions (eg delivery timeliness, resource 

allocation). This study therefore aims to evaluate the current service quality of the OMS programme in 

Bangladesh by analysing beneficiary satisfaction with both tangible aspects and systemic efficiency. It 

is hoped that the findings will benefit policymaking and programme reform and thereby improve OMS 

service delivery for those facing food insecurity and poverty.  

Literature review  

Social Safety Net Programmes (SSNPs) are widely accepted as a method of offering protection to the 

economically vulnerable population. Their history dates back to Ancient Egypt and the Roman Empire 

(World Bank 2014). These programmes were very much in the spotlight after the financial crisis caused 

by the breakup of the Soviet Union and East Asian countries in the 1990s. Eastern and Central Europe 

also experienced economic and political instability after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Later, the 

World Bank came forward to assist Eastern European countries in establishing safety net programmes 

(Rahman 2012). SSNPs are mainly categorised into two groups: social protection and social 

empowerment. Social protection is divided into categories such as social insurance, social assistance, 

and labour market/pension policies and programmes. However, nations across the globe implement 

various public measures to address the issue of hunger (Begum et al. 2014). Here are just a few 

examples:  

• In the United States, around 41 million people, constituting approximately one-twelfth of the 

total population, derive advantages from the national food voucher initiative known as the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) (CBPP 2025).  

• In the Middle East there is substantial expertise devoted to implementing safety net initiatives, 

specifically consumer price subsidy programmes, with a special emphasis on targeting food-

related needs (Alderman 2002).  

• In response to the 2008 crisis, Italy launched the Carta Acquisti, a targeted support scheme 

enabling low-income households to buy essential food and utilities, thereby mitigating the 

impact of rising economic hardship (Madama et al. 2014). 
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• In India, receiving free food in the community is a typical way to obtain a social security 

number. 

Yet, although SSNPs have expanded worldwide, their outcomes have often fallen short of expectations. 

As Ahmed et al. (2014) note, many countries struggle with ineffective targeting, administrative 

inefficiencies, insufficient funding, and leakages or corruption, all of which prevent benefits from 

reaching the most vulnerable populations. 

Studies reveal that OMS is a crucial food distribution mechanism, which has similarities with safety net 

programmes such as India’s Public Distribution System (PDS) and the US SNAP in terms of combating 

food insecurity and supporting vulnerable populations during economic distress. However, they face 

challenges posed by targeting errors, leakage and beneficiary satisfaction (Baijal et al. 2017; McDaniel 

et al. 2023; Hossain and Simi 2024). For example, India’s PDS often faces targeting errors due to flawed 

beneficiary identification and lack of reliable poverty mapping. Nearly 40% of food grains fail to reach 

intended beneficiaries due to inclusion and exclusion errors (Jha et al. 2013). The OMS programme in 

Bangladesh is similarly criticised for inefficiency in reaching the truly needy people, often due to 

political manipulation and faulty targeting mechanisms. The lack of comprehensive data on the urban 

poor and inadequate poverty assessments further hinder the accurate allocation of benefits (Sarker and 

Nawaz 2021). The US SNAP programme also faces issues with targeting, particularly among 

households who do not accurately report their income or fall through the cracks in eligibility verification 

(Gundersen 2019). As a result, the US Department of Agriculture (2021) revealed that 3.5 million 

individuals ineligible for SNAP still received benefits, while 1.5 million eligible beneficiaries were 

excluded due to administrative errors. Leakage, the loss of programme benefits due to inefficiencies in 

the distribution chain, is another common issue. In India, the PDS is criticised for poor service delivery, 

including inconsistent food availability, long wait times, and poor grain quality (Ray and Subramanian 

2022). Comparatively, SNAP, an electronic and cash-based programme, has higher beneficiary 

satisfaction due to its flexibility and accessibility (Brown and Best 2017).  

The Government of Bangladesh operates the OMS programme to stabilise food prices and support low-

income households by distributing subsidised rice and wheat flour nationwide. Under the current 

scheme, eligible individuals may purchase up to five kilograms of rice per person at a subsidised rate –  

often around Tk 30 per kg depending on market conditions (Dhaka Tribune 2025). OMS also supplies 

wheat flour (atta) at a subsidised price, typically around Tk 24 per kg, with the government allocating 

one tonne of flour per upazila (local authority) per working day to ensure adequate local availability 

(The Business Standard 2025). OMS centres operate across hundreds of upazilas and urban locations, 

including district and city corporation areas, with daily allocations of one tonne of rice at each 

designated outlet (Dhaka Tribune 2025). The programme is administered by the Directorate General of 

Food, which oversees market monitoring, determines pricing standards, and regulates supply to ensure 
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food grains reach vulnerable groups such as low-income earners and those experiencing temporary 

economic hardship. 

However, the SSNPs are not without controversy (Ahmed et al. 2014). Though these programmes 

primarily try to address the demands and needs of economically vulnerable people, they have not always 

been able to effectively target the real beneficiaries, due to selection errors. Moreover, the cost of the 

products associated with transactions, political involvement leading to extortion, excessive 

administrative rules, and corruption, have resulted in beneficiaries getting inadequate services (Conning 

and Kevane 2002; Bloom et al. 2011). In addition, these programmes are beset with numerous 

implementation challenges, such as low coverage due to lack of adequate resources, poor design, 

political obstacles and poverty (Barrientos and Hulme 2008). 

Despite all these, however, SSNPs in Bangladesh have shown positive impacts. For instance, they 

mitigate seasonal and non-seasonal food deprivation in the Northwest region of Bangladesh, although 

they are not a reliable tool for Monga2 eradication (Khandker 2012). Nevertheless, there is evidence 

that SSNP transfers do not reach the poor and vulnerable in their full amounts, with only about 60% of 

the programme budgets spent on purchasing food. This highlights the need for revising and monitoring 

the beneficiary selection process. In addition, beneficiary perspectives are vital in assessing the 

effectiveness of these programmes. Many beneficiaries in Bangladesh have expressed dissatisfaction 

with monitoring and existing rates in SSNPs, suggesting the need for improved governance practices 

(Kaiser et al. 2023). While there is extensive literature on SSNP challenges and best practices in 

Bangladesh, there is a notable lack of specific, in-depth research focusing on OMS’s service delivery 

programme, particularly in the context of urban Bangladesh. Existing studies often discuss SSNPs in a 

broader context only, and the literature reviewed contains minimal discussion on the evaluation of the 

OMS distribution system by the Ministry of Food. This study addresses this knowledge gap by 

exploring how the OMS programme, as a significant urban social safety net initiative, navigates these 

challenges and what specific strategies can be employed to enhance its effectiveness, transparency and 

responsiveness to the urban poor.  

Theoretical framework 

The SERVQUAL model offers a robust framework for assessing the performance of the OMS 

programme because it captures the multidimensional aspects of service delivery that shape 

beneficiaries’ experiences. Developed by Parasuraman et al. (1985), SERVQUAL evaluates service 

quality by measuring the gap between users’ expectations and their actual perceptions across five key 

dimensions: reliability, assurance, tangibility, empathy and responsiveness. These dimensions are 

particularly relevant for a public distribution scheme such as OMS, where consistent supply, staff 

 
2 ‘Monga’ denotes a seasonal episode of severe food insecurity and temporary unemployment in northern 

Bangladesh, occurring primarily before the Aman harvest. 
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conduct, clarity of information and responsiveness to beneficiary needs directly affect programme 

effectiveness. 

As a social safety net intervention designed to support economically vulnerable populations, the OMS 

programme must be evaluated not only on its operational coverage but also on the quality and 

consistency of its service delivery. The SERVQUAL approach has proven useful in various public 

sector contexts, enabling authorities to identify service gaps and improve policy implementation (Ray 

2020; Shi and Shang 2020). In Bangladesh, recent applications of SERVQUAL such as Rumi et al. 

(2021) in healthcare settings and Hoque et al. (2023) in higher education demonstrate its capacity to 

assess service performance in complex public service environments. Applying the model to OMS thus 

provides an evidence-based method to evaluate beneficiary experiences and highlight areas requiring 

administrative and operational reforms. In operationalising the model for this study, the dimensions are 

defined as follows: 

• Reliability: the service provider’s capacity to deliver services accurately and dependably. 

• Assurance: the competence and professionalism of service providers, and their ability to generate 

trust and confidence among beneficiaries. 

• Tangibility: the physical condition and appearance of the service environment, including 

infrastructure, equipment and the distributed goods themselves. 

• Empathy: the degree of personalised attention and concern shown to beneficiaries. 

• Responsiveness: the promptness and willingness of service providers to assist beneficiaries and 

address their needs. 

Figure 1: The SERVQUAL model source: adapted from Parasuraman et al. (1985) 

 

Reliability 

Service quality  

Assurance 

Tangibility 

Empathy 

Responsiveness 
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Under these dimensions, SERVQUAL provides a relevant and evidence-based method for evaluating 

whether the OMS programme is meeting its objectives and where service improvements are most 

needed.  

Methodology  

This study adopted an exploratory research design and qualitative approach to investigate the service 

quality of the OMS programme and gain insights into citizens’ perceptions of its operation. Dhaka, 

located in the central region of Bangladesh, is the capital of the country and has the largest urban 

population living below the poverty line – a group considered to be the main beneficiaries of the OMS 

programme. Therefore, the researchers selected Dhaka as the study area. Data was collected between 

February 2022 and May 2022.  

Figure 2: Dhaka City map  

 

Source: Survey of Bangladesh 2021 

Primary data was collected using a purposive sampling technique which ensured representation from 

diverse stakeholders including beneficiaries, programme administrators, local vendors and community 

leaders. It also allowed the authors to identify participants who had experienced the service of the OMS 

programme. Initially, 30 in-depth interviews (IDIs) with beneficiaries were planned, but after 

completing 20 IDIs showing similar findings, the researchers decided the final 10 interviews were not 

needed. The IDIs used a semi-structured questionnaire and open-ended questions, which elicited 

detailed responses from beneficiaries regarding programme effectiveness, accessibility, affordability 
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and customer satisfaction. In a second phase, key informant interviews (KIIs) were carried out with five 

government officials from the Ministry of Food and 10 other stakeholders (journalists, academicians, 

local leaders, NGO activists). The average interview length was 30–40 mins. Two respondents did not 

complete their interview due to time constraints, representing circa 5% of the total respondents. Finally, 

in the third phase, four additional participants were interviewed to check the validity of the information 

and explore emerging themes.  

This approach aimed to enhance accessibility for participants and foster open and constructive 

conversations pertaining to service delivery of the programme. Data collectors discouraged non-

participants’ presence during the interviews. Audio recording and field notes were utilised, with the 

consent of the participants, to capture the actual interviews. Field notes were then provided to the 

participants to check the accuracy of the information and allow them to offer additional information.  

One caveat is that, although this study employs purposive sampling to select participants with relevant 

experiences and perspectives on the OMS programme, this method may unintentionally exclude certain 

groups, particularly those who are marginalised or hard to reach. To mitigate such potential biases, the 

study employed multiple data sources, supplementary interviews, and transparency in data 

interpretation. 

Secondary data was gathered from several sources, including government offices, selling locations and 

community centres. Additionally, the study analysed content related to SSNPs and the OMS programme 

found in government reports, published journal articles, NGO reports and credible website sources.  

Thematic analysis was carried out on the qualitative data gathered. The interview transcripts were 

systematically examined for recurrent themes, patterns and categories as a part of this procedure. Text 

fragments were coded, and these codes were arranged into broader themes to establish the findings of 

the study. Ethical considerations were fully maintained throughout the entire data collection process, 

and every effort was made to ensure the anonymity of the respondents. The research was granted ethical 

clearance by the Institutional Review Board of the University of Exeter [ERC/07/2022]. This study is 

part of a graduate thesis by one of the authors submitted to the University of Exeter. 

Findings and discussion 

Bangladesh’s OMS programme is a government-funded initiative that aims to provide essential goods 

to underprivileged people in the country. It aims to provide affordable access to essential food items, 

such as rice and flour, for low-income families living in urban areas. However, the quantity available 

per beneficiary is often limited: eg a maximum of 5 kilograms per household per month. Under the food 

distribution system, the Directorate of Food, part of the Ministry of Food, procured food through a 

tendering process, and the OMS programme was used to distribute it. The most competitive bidders 
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supply rice and flour at pre-determined rates, and the subsidised food is distributed to local dealers, who 

sell it at designated points in urban areas.  

The programme is organised in several phases:  

1) The government agrees to support the urban poor population by running the programme.   

2) The assessment team at the Ministry of Food selects the highest-priced products (those to be 

subsidised), and the Food Directorate estimates the budget and invites bidders.  

3) The Directorate proposes a stakeholder to co-run the programme, and contracts with suppliers 

from rural areas via its Upazila Food Office.  

4) The Upazila Food Office collects and tests the crops, after which the Food Directorate transfers 

them to the Ministry of Food for storage.  

5) The programme itself then commences, with the selection of official dealers, who must register 

and pay for a Tk300 non-judicial stamp.  

6) Local dealers receive the food, and then sell it in shops, trucks and temporary stores.  

The performance of the OMS programme can be measured by analysing the specific populations who 

benefit, the size and scope of coverage (ie the total number of households or persons), and the extent of 

benefits recipients receive. In this regard, prior studies explored that the programme faced a range of 

criticisms from academics and policy practitioners including poor targeting, due to institutional 

limitations and the existing sociopolitical situation (Sarker and Nawaz 2021); and significant ‘leakage’ 

of food grains, for reasons including poor affordability, low quality, and bad practices in the supply 

chain (Ray and Subramanian 2022). The present study also finds that service quality in the OMS 

programme is below standard. Its findings are grouped here under several headings. 

Practical problems for beneficiaries 

Recipients are dissatisfied with the process of buying products from the trucks provided by the dealers, 

in several ways. The severe problems highlighted by the beneficiaries are discussed below. 

Excessively long queues: There is typically a huge queue in front of each truck, as so many people in 

each area are in poverty, so need to buy products from the OMS truck to save money. Sometimes the 

queue is so long that people who arrive late are unable to buy at all. This is a long-standing problem 

identified by several earlier studies (Ahmed et al. 2004; Alderman and Hoddinott 2007; Nahid 2017). 

A beneficiary stated that: 

The OMS trucks are evenly dispersed in the underdeveloped section of the urban area... 

however, there is no guarantee of obtaining products from there if you arrive late in the 

queue in the early hours of the morning (IDI participant 8, Personal Communication 22 

March 2022).  

Insufficient supply: The quantity of goods sold by the OMS trucks is insufficient to meet the needs of 

the beneficiaries, and the allocation of food is extremely small, particularly for large families. They 
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continue to be reliant on regular store purchases as well, which creates further financial strain for them. 

Some beneficiaries reported having to cut the number of food products they bought, or purchase them 

on loan. It was clear from the IDIs that the limited quantity and selection of products available through 

the OMS can give consumers temporary support but does not offer them any long-term remedy. This 

finding is supported by Alam and Hossain (2016): the amount of food received by beneficiaries is 

insufficient to meet their basic needs. A beneficiary stated that: 

We are a big family, and the amount of goods we get from the OMS truck isn't enough for 

us. There is huge corruption in the overall OMS distribution channel... Local politicians 

have a lot of power over what we get and how it gets delivered (IDI participant 5, Personal 

Communication, 10 March 2022). 

Impersonal service: This study also found a lack of individual emphasis and care for beneficiaries of 

the OMS programme. The authorities running the programme do not exercise sufficient care, and this 

is the case throughout the entire process: from the warehousing of the food all the way through to its 

delivery in the OMS trucks. The programme is not delivered in a timely manner, nor do authorities 

respond to complaints or issues raised. This echoes earlier findings by Uddin (2013) and Nahid (2017). 

However, when asked about this point a government official countered that:  

We are diligently striving to mitigate inflation and cater to the underprivileged segment of 

the urban population. With numerous constraints in the field, we consistently monitor the 

market and intervene as needed to dismantle the corrupt syndicates operating in the local 

market (KII participant 2, Personal Communication, 8 February 2022). 

Institutional factors 

The existing administrative structure and poor management cause targeting errors in the OMS 

programme. For example, the Food Planning and Monitoring Unit is the specialised research unit of the 

Directorate of Food, but it has not undertaken any effective attempts to ensure the OMS programme 

becomes more citizen centric. Moreover, the unit has no information regarding the number of people 

eligible for OMS services, or records of the operational difficulties and limitations of the OMS 

programme. Typically, the government distributes annual funds based on assumptions and the country’s 

economic condition. In years with a larger budget, the OMS programme expands food grain sales to 

more people through more stores; in years with a relatively small budget, food grain sales are reduced, 

and go to fewer individuals. As a result, many eligible recipients are excluded from this programme’s 

benefits due to institutional weaknesses.  

Issues of political loyalty  

The OMS is tasked with the coordination of local government and field administration; but decisions 

are made by a committee designated by the implementing ministry or agency. Dealer appointments and 

shop locations are the two most crucial aspects at field level. Most committee members are government 

officials: legally neutral, but in practice affiliated to the ruling political party and likely to favour local 

political leaders in all decisions. They may even provide illegal privileges to the leaders and activists of 
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the ruling party, in violation of the law. For instance, according to the guidelines, people with prior 

business expertise or those with designated shops should be appointed dealers. The committee, 

however, typically appoints instead local incumbent political leaders or people recommended by them 

as dealers. This study’s findings support those of Morshed (2009), namely that local political dynamics 

play a crucial role in implementing the OMS.  

Many dealers violate the law, for example, charging higher prices, by not maintaining store hours, and 

selling subsidised products on the black market. But the committee does not pursue administrative 

action against them; instead, the problem is resolved through the intervention of local political leaders. 

For example, Chowdhury et al. (2020) found that the committee chooses the location of OMS shops 

based on members’ personal experience and local information rather than any scientific data, survey or 

census report. Similarly, Razzaque et al. (2020) found that OMS shops are positioned in areas loyal to 

the ruling political party in local and national elections or considered likely to vote for them in the 

future. Consequently, the OMS programme does not accomplish its intended objective. Most of the 

poor do benefit from it, even though it is intended for them. A beneficiary stated that: 

Local people get easily frightened of complaining against the local distributor as most of 

them are politically powerful and can do harm to us. There is projected a [telephone] 

number in the food truck to call for remedy but mostly the number is found off or out of 

reach (IDI Participant 4, Personal Communication, 9 May 2022). 

Quality of food grains 

The findings of this study indicate that the majority of beneficiaries are dissatisfied with the quality of 

OMS food grains, even though they purchase them because their prices are significantly lower than 

those of other food grains. Respondents reported that the food they are offered is not carefully checked, 

and has been stored for several months, causing its quality to suffer. As a pre-disaster measure, the 

government hoards food grains. It then sells previously accumulated grains when the new harvesting 

season begins. Unfortunately, most government warehouses have severe structural flaws. If food grains 

are stored for an extended period in these deficient warehouses, their quality is typically degraded or 

diminished (Ahmed et al. 2009). In this regard, a beneficiary stated that: 

The government distributors provide low-quality products and delay in loading the trucks 

for which they didn’t get any illegal money. Sometimes they also cheat in weighing the 

food grains and we had to bear the loss of that evil deed (IDI Participant 10, Personal 

Communication, 14 April 2022). 

Loss of food grains 

According to government procedures, all OMS food grains are tested at the Institute of Food Science 

and Technology (IFST) of the Bangladesh Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (BCSIR). Two 

sorts of testing are conducted: physical tests and laboratory tests. During the physical examination, the 

grain is analysed for its levels of foreign matter (such as dust and stem particles), fragmented grain, 

grain size, grain degradation, grain colour and grain odour. The laboratory tests show the levels of 
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protein, carbohydrates, fat, humidity and fibre in the food grain samples. They sell some of the 

subsidised food grains through the OMS shops at prices fixed by the government, but others on the 

black market at high prices to recover their losses. Typically, dealers do not give full weight at the time 

of selling. They use manual scales or faulty weighing machines. Another problem, observed by Ahmed 

et al. (2009), is that transport/shipping agencies tend to claim high grain losses from transit, even when 

the actual loss is less. Additionally, Tabassum (2016) showed that most dealers claim they never receive 

the total amount of food grains allocated to them from the central storage depot or local supply depot. 

Some consumers reported getting 3 kg instead of the 5 kg they were entitled to receive under the OMS 

programme (Tabassum 2016). The end result of all these losses is that the beneficiaries do not get their 

correct amount of food. There is also a related financial loss, as revealed by Chowdhury et al. (2020): 

for every Tk1 spent on the OMS programme by the government, only an average of Tk0.88 reaches the 

intended beneficiaries (Chowdhury et al. 2020). When asked about this point, a government official 

stated that: 

We immediately take actions from the central offices whenever we get news of 

irregularities at local distribution or in the local food storage. A computerised system is 

developed here so that we can easily track, monitor and resolve the grievances as soon as 

possible (KII Participant 5, Personal Communication, 3 May 2022). 

In this context another government official highlighted that: 

Due to limited awareness and inadequate access to the internet, underprivileged 

individuals seldom utilise these mechanisms to lodge complaints. In many cases, they are 

not even aware that such grievance-reporting mechanisms exist (KII Participant 7, 

Personal Communication, 15 April 2022). 

Targeting errors  

The practice of selecting households or people who satisfy the requirements to obtain programme 

benefits is known as household or individual targeting. This can be accomplished through means testing 

or by utilising a set of indicators, including geographic targeting (Sumarto and Suryahadi 2001). 

However, according to several studies in recent decades, targeting errors (both exclusion and inclusion 

errors) are common in the OMS programme, due to corruption and nepotism (Islam 2015). They can 

result in food subsidies going to better-off sectors of society rather than people who are starving. This 

makes the OMS programme inefficient and of limited effectiveness (Razzaque and Rahman 2019).  

In this regard, a government official said:  

The control of corruption is not a single-handed job of the government; rather it’s a team 

effort for all the important stakeholders in the market. Awareness of the consumers and 

strict monitoring by the government will be the key to ensure equitable distribution of OMS 

products to the citizens who actually need this social protection (KII Participant 8, 

Personal Communication, 25 April 2022).  

However, targeting errors in the OMS programme pose a persistent challenge, hindering its ability to 

reach its intended beneficiaries. The OMS programme often excludes a significant portion of the urban 

poor, especially those in marginalised areas or outside the formal system, due to inaccurate data and 
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inefficient poverty mapping. Political elites also often prioritise supporters of ruling parties or local 

leaders over those in genuine need. Historically, Bangladesh has experienced persistent patterns of 

biased selection in government-supported projects. Even for this programme, there are claims that 

beneficiaries are frequently selected by local officials and politicians based on personal connections, 

leaving many deserving individuals excluded. 

A beneficiary reported that:  

Political leaders heavily influence the targeting process for food distribution, highlighting 

the skewedness of resource distribution (IDI Participant 10, Personal Communication, 14 

April 2022).  

A local community leader said: 

I was unaware of eligibility criteria and political affiliation played a significant role in 

determining who received benefits (KII Participant 7, Personal Communication, 15 April 

2022). 

Corruption 

Corruption is a significant issue in the OMS programme, hindering its ability to serve vulnerable 

populations and causing inefficient resource use, thereby exacerbating food insecurity in urban areas. 

Local politicians and government officials often divert food to political allies or sell it at higher prices 

on the black market. Dealers and local distributors frequently engage in illegal activities like bribery 

and selling food outside OMS outlets, due to weak monitoring and enforcement systems, resulting in 

‘leakage’ and depriving the intended beneficiaries of essential resources. The lack of robust oversight 

mechanisms allows these corrupt practices, including misreporting food quantities and weights, to 

continue. 

A government official acknowledged that:  

Corruption at the local level, often involving political leaders, hinders effective 

distribution of the OMS programme (KII Participant 5, Personal Communication, 3 May 

2022). 

A beneficiary reported: 

Receiving less than promised, highlighting the scale of political capture within the system 

and eroding trust in its implementation (IDI participant 5, Personal Communication, 10 

March 2022). 

Resource constraints  

Even though OMS is the most expensive and extensive social protection programme in urban areas, 

most of the poor people for whom it was initially intended are excluded due to the lack of supply 

compared to the enormous demand. Mahmuda (2015) found that almost 50% of beneficiaries claimed 

that those who received food grains did not meet the programme’s criteria, and almost 20% stated that 

they had received a lower amount than was promised. They are also typically required to wait in a long 

queue to purchase the food grains – but poor people are busy, with several jobs, and cannot spend a 
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long time in OMS shops. Mahmuda also concluded that the government does not provide enough food 

grains or enough OMS shops to meet recipients’ preferences and needs.  

The OMS programme’s financial and logistical constraints limit its ability to provide adequate coverage 

to all intended beneficiaries, especially in urban areas where food insecurity is most pronounced. It 

struggles to meet the needs of the urban poor, with only a small fraction of beneficiaries being covered, 

insufficient food quantities, long queues at distribution points, and access difficulty for many 

beneficiaries, particularly in densely populated areas. Poor food storage and transportation 

infrastructure, coupled with poorly maintained warehouses and inadequate transportation systems, also 

contribute to ineffectiveness through the long-term loss of food grains and reduced quality. 

A beneficiary highlighted that:  

The food we get from the OMS trucks is always limited, and there are so many people 

trying to buy that not everyone gets a share (IDI Participant 4, Personal Communication, 

9 May 2022). 

A local government official explained:  

We are doing our best with limited resources, but the demand far exceeds what we can 

provide (KII participant 2, Personal Communication, 8 February 2022). 

Overall, OMS contributes towards achieving SDG 2 (zero hunger) and SDG 11 (sustainable cities and 

communities). The OMS programme aims to reduce food insecurity in urban areas by addressing low 

income and high food prices, contributing to Target 2.1 of SDG 2 (Aziz and Moniruzzaman 2023). It 

focuses on improving nutritional outcomes, primarily via distribution of rice and flour, to help 

vulnerable households meet their basic needs and eradicate malnutrition (Target 2.2). However, this 

study suggests strongly that the inherent deficiencies of the current system pose a clear obstacle to 

OMS’s ambitions, as does severe underfunding. In principle, OMS should be an effective tool for 

tackling the problem of food insecurity, and there is a strong case for raising the per-head food allocation 

(Rahman 2012) – but an improved monitoring system, new strategy and enhanced budget are required. 

It is also essential to reduce the amount of system leakage and improve targeting (Masud-All-Kamal 

and Saha 2014). 

Conclusion and policy recommendations  

Bangladesh has experienced significant economic growth and advances in food production, but poverty 

and malnutrition persist. Over 10 million people struggle to purchase enough food due to acute urban 

poverty. The country’s social safety net programmes, which originated in food rations and relief 

operations, have evolved into a national development priority. Notably, the OMS initiative has been 

praised for improving food security for the urban poor despite challenges in implementation – but it has 

operated for nearly 40 years without significant revisions or new thinking. Its service delivery is beset 

by numerous issues and challenges that require to be fixed.  
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This study recommends rethinking and redesign of the OMS structure. The following recommendations 

are based on the discussion above, and the authors’ evaluation of the current OMS service quality:  

• Since the main objective of this programme is to offer food security to vulnerable people living 

in urban areas, the process of choosing beneficiaries should be carried out in a fair and 

transparent manner. In Bangladesh, proposed strategies for improvement include digital 

systems for beneficiary verification, real-time distribution monitoring, and accurate poverty 

mapping to reduce targeting errors and leakage. 

• Expanding the programme’s scope to cover the urban poor and addressing seasonal food 

insecurity would be beneficial.  

• Partnering with local research institutions for third-party monitoring and incorporating 

innovative governance mechanisms such as mobile feedback systems could improve 

beneficiary satisfaction.  

• Therefore, the OMS programme should select beneficiaries based on a poverty map that 

displays the incidence of poverty by geography.  

• Given the significant disparity between the current coverage and the size of the vulnerable 

population in metropolitan regions, it is imperative to broaden the programme’s scope.  

• Excessive leakage affects the OMS programme, so the government should implement measures 

to reduce loss. As the transportation cost varied highly on the purchase rate, the transaction 

system can be transferred to the private sector to prevent transit losses.  

• Bangladesh should adopt India's third-party monitoring model for use in the OMS programme 

to enhance government accountability and improve service delivery in areas beset by local 

corruption and political influence.  

• Independent auditors or NGOs should conduct regular audits and beneficiary surveys, and make 

public reports on monitoring activities, financial allocations and food distribution outcomes. 
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