COVID-19 RESTROSPECT: EPISODE 1
COVID-19's impact on the income & livelihood of the host
communities across Cox’s Bazar
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Contextual Information

LIVELIHOOD
CATEGORY

The COVID-19 pandemic is not only an emergency health
crisis for the host communities but also a profound shock to
their economic activity which was already in a fragile state
following the Rohingya influx. Inspira advisory and consulting
ltd has commissioned a study to gather data on the impact
of COVID-19 among the host communities across selected
Upazilas under the Cox’s Bazar district.
It can be apprehended that COVID-19 will have a significant
impact in the host-Rohingya market equilibrium which needs
to be considered in designing the new livelihood
intervention in the region. Hence, the study was launched to
document the evidence of the impact on the host
community who are extremely vulnerable to be affected by
the double hurdle - Rohingya influx and COVID-19.
.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

COVID-19 has caused widespread disruption to livelihoods, through the necessary restrictions on transportation and movement. The
local administrator enforced a complete lockdown in the district and in the Rohingya camps. In addition, mobility of development aid
workers also reduced by 80%.
All respondents have faced a drastic change in the income, caused by job loss or reduced revenue/sales. Tailors, farmers and transport
workers appear to be the worst affected.
Across all the livelihood categories, an overall 62.34% drop in income levels occurred in April 2020 (complete lockdown phase)
compared to the income in February. During March (partial lockdown phase) the income also dropped 49.93% compared to the
income in February.
Food security situation in the households is at risk. Daily wage to cereal terms-of-trade has decreased at an alarming rate across all
the livelihood categories which may put them in a highly vulnerable situation in terms of purchase power. 48.74% of the respondents
said they can only survive maximum 20 days (from the day of data collection) with the amount of money in hand.
Respondents were forced to adopt coping mechanisms. 60% of the respondents do not have any savings. 20% withdrew their savings
before the end of April and 15% respondents planned to withdraw in the first two weeks of May.
Most of the respondents conveyed uncertainty regarding the interruptions in their livelihood and reduced income. Respondents also
expressed difficulties in adopting the norms of ‘social distancing’ behavior.
COVID-19 also has affected the regular supply chain in different sectors. Agriculture, fisheries, livestock and tourism sectors were hit
severely, where many smallholder farmers and traders are expecting a decline in sales and potential job loss.
Price of the commodity items (rice, soybean oil, garlic, red lentils, red chillies) have increased ranging from 20-40%, between February
and April in Teknaf and Ukhiya.
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This year Bangladesh stepped into the fourth year since the massive Rohingya population was forced to flee Myanmar and take shelter
in the 34 congested camps that turned Cox’s Bazar into the biggest refugee resettlement in the world. The international community
rushed to provide emergency life-saving assistance and help refugees to meet the basic human needs. Since 2017, many works have been
done around the emergency shelter, food security, disaster risk reduction, access to water and sanitation, etc. The ISCG joint multisector needs assessment revealed that coverage of the basic services in the camps is quite extensive, but the assistance needs to be
sustained and improved to reduce the dependency on aid. From the year 2020, humanitarian partners started working to promote selfreliance and skill-building activities for Rohingya refugees and the host community to increase the livelihood opportunities in the region.
Most of the intervention launched from the Q1 of 2020 where beneficiaries were ready to be engaged in livelihood activities through
training and assistance. The lockdown has disrupted these activities of different development partners as the majority of the economic
activities in Cox’s Bazar are operating at a limited scope or fully stopped. Hence, Rapid assessment to determine the vulnerability of the
affected population will be crucial to redesign the intervention and support the deprived population.
More than 444,000 local people in the host community particularly in Teknaf and Ukhiya became vulnerable to extreme economic shock
due to the arrival of Rohingya refugees. It became a severe crisis for the host community when they started experiencing competition
for services and utilities, competition for resources, threat of crime, job loss, unfair distribution of support, and cultural differences etc.
Particularly the influx increases the hardship in the informal labor market for the host community in Teknaf and Ukhiya. In the host
region, all kinds of casual labour (on-farm and off-farm) and unskilled wage labour opportunity is now accessible to refugees with lower
pay. Hence, the oversupply of refugee labour has escalated the frustration and poverty in the host community. Only a small portion of
the population, mainly the affluent class (e.g. Bangladeshi landowners and powerful businessmen) have benefitted much from this
Rohingya crisis. Otherwise, the majority of the low-income households turned out to be affected economically. As shown in the Refugee
Influx Emergency Vulnerability Assessment (REVE), conducted in April 2020, 41% of the local population is vulnerable in terms of major
economic indicators, of which 7% are considered highly vulnerable. Even before the Rohingya influx, Ukhiya and Teknaf were listed
among the top 50 most socially deprived upazila. Overall, the district has a struggling economy with limited infrastructure services,
livelihood opportunities and preparedness to climate vulnerability.
To support the economic uplifting of the host communities, Government and international development partners committed towards a
mid-term solution to promote equitable access to services, livelihood opportunities, and peaceful co-existence between Rohingya
refugee and host community. A total $415 million has been invested by development partners since 2017 to support the economic
development of Cox’s Bazar district. In addition, the World Bank and Asian Development Bank have committed US$690 million, a
significant proportion of which is being invested in infrastructure that benefits all communities.
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Impact on livelihood

DISRUPTION IN INCOME

Across all the livelihood categories, an overall 62.34% drop
in income levels occurred in April compared to the income
in February. During the partial lockdown in March the
income also dropped 49.93% compared to the income in
February.
67.39% of the respondents have only one earning member
and they are suffering the most. Overall, the reasons of
livelihood disruptions are relatively same, which is sharp
decline in the demand of goods and services. Respondents
reported that many unemployed people become vendor or
petty traders and selling vegetables in the open spaces such
as playground, roads etc. to survive.

Wage earner
Transport
worker

Livelihood Category

As soon as the lockdown was imposed by the local
administration is Cox’s Bazar, all the livelihood activities of
low-income population have widely disrupted. All
respondents reported that they lost a major share of their
earnings.
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Impact on livelihood

MOST AFFECTED

OVERALL AVERAGE

LIVELIHOOD CATEGORY

INCOME OF THE HOUSEHOLD

Strict restriction in movement is the primary reason behind
the disruptions in livelihood activities. Tailors, especially
women who run small shops, were affected the most as
customers could not place new orders and unable to make
their deliveries. Smallholder farmers could not sell their
crops as lockdown hampered the agro wholesale market
system. Day laborers had to stop working since all
construction and other service works were suspended to
stop the spread of the virus.
Percentage decrease in income
by profession
Tailor

IN

Average
monthly income

2019

23,936.17

Febr uar y
2020

21,727.66

March
2020

10,878.27

A pr il
2020

8,181.91

100.00%

Farmer

70.83%

Transport worker

59.46%

Day labour

58.05%

Fisher

47.86%

Small business Owner

36.94%

Wage earner

8.38%

N= 47

62.34%
Decrease in income
due to COVID-19

Covid-19 Retrospect |
May 2020

Impact on livelihood
Impact on food expenditure

Percentage of respondent

As soon as the lockdown started everyone lost their main
sources of income. 100% of the respondents reported that they
had to cut down their expenses on food. 39.02% reported that
they need to stock medicines and other hygiene materials in the
fear of uncertainty.

with a loan burden
Do you have a loan the to be repaid?

YES NO

Average weekly expenditure on food dropped by 27.90% which
clearly indicates that food security of the host community
population in Cox’s Bazar is strongly correlated with their daily
income.

74.47%

25.53%

Weekly expenditure on food (in BDT)
Small Business Owner
3,785

Expenditure during COVID-19

2,840

Expenditure before COVID-19

Day labourer

Tailor

2435

2250

404

1550

Transport worker

Farmer
2016

2660

1033

1690

Wage earner

Fishermen
2375
2275

3878

N= 47

3584
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Impact on livelihood

Earnings before COVID-19 barely

Do you have savings?

supports a stable lifestyle for

Host community

YES NO

Our analysis found that a large portion of the
household could not save enough amount as
their income is not sufficient to cover all the
expenses

40.43%

59.57%

DAYS
01-07

08-20

30-60

61-61+

Many can not survive

SURVIVORS

if the lockdown continues

100%

64.10%

51.28%

N= 47

28.21%

We asked our respondents to figure out how many
days they can survive with amount of money in hand.
The respondents did not disclose the exact amount
of money on hand. The illustration beside depicts that
all respondents expressed can survive next one week
(1-7 days) if the lockdown continues. 64.10%
respondents are expecting that they will survive up to
two weeks (8-20 days). 51.28% expressed that they
can survive more than a month and 28.21% can
survive more than two months.
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Impact on livelihood
Months-long lockdown increased
the fear of not being able to meet
basic needs
The impact on income has increased the uncertainty of
availing the day to day expense of the households. In the
depleting income scenario, such needs include food, health
and hygiene, rent, working capital etc.

Prices of commodities
Price hike of the commodities in Teknaf and Ukhiya has
exacerbate the situation. Consumers were stocking
food items in large amounts just before Ramadan
which caused a sudden increase in demand. Particularly,
the prices in Cox’s Bazar, Teknaf and Ukhiya were
much higher compared to the price in Chattogram.
Red lentils increased significantly (average 58%) which
eventually put an immense threat for the low-income
population of Teknaf and Ukiya. .

While battling COVID-19, which

basic needs may incur more

expense than usual?
•

Prices changes between 1st week of March to 4th week of April

Food
97.87%

•

Healthcare
87.23%

•

Rent
27.66%

•

Business
59.57%

•

Other
27.66%

Source: World Food Program (WFP)
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Impact on livelihood
Impact on consumer
purchasing power
The chart besides illustrates the impact
of COVID-19 in the purchasing power
across all livelihood categories. Our
analysis on the daily wage to cereal
terms-of-trade comparison in FebruaryApril showed that the food security
situation deteriorated significantly in the
host community households. Terms-oftrade compares the amount (KG) of rice
could be bought per household with the
daily earning. The matrix also revealed
that almost all livelihood categories have
lost more than one third of their
purchase power due to the income loss.
This significant drop clearly indicates the
vulnerable situation of food security in
the affected households

Kilogram of rice could be bought in February vs. April
5
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Kg of rice could be bought in February
2.4

8.05

Kg of rice could be bought in April

3.12
0
12.74
2.63
25.55
15.16

How COVID-19 impacts the regular lifestyle

Complete lockdown could not stop the
respondents to go out and search for livelihood
Most of the respondents conveyed uncertainty regarding the interruptions in their
livelihood and reduced income. Respondents also expressed difficulties in adopting
the norms of ‘social distancing’ behavior. When we asked how complete lockdown
impacted their regular lifestyle, only 31.91% respondents said they spend the time
staying at home. However, 25.53% had to go out for 1-2 times in a week and 38.30%
went out everyday for at least a few hours. Surprisingly, 4.26% respondents worked
as business as usual timeline even a complete lockdown was imposed by the
government.

Have you gone outside to look for work
during the complete lockdown period?
Staying
home

1-2 times
a week

31.91%

25.53%

A few hours
everyday

Business
as usual

38.30%

4.26 %

N= 47
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How people are coping and adapting

Relief support is not
sufficient for them to survive
The amount of food that people stock at home is very limited.
29.79% of the respondents reported that they received relief
support, but this is not enough to survive the lockdown period.
Have you received any relief support?

YES NO
70.21%

29.79%

Number of days to survive with relief
01-07

35.90%

08-20

12.81%

DAYS

30-60

23.08%

61+

28.21%
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Impact on the Market
Agriculture sector
•

•

Inadequate supply of agro inputs (e.g. seed, vermicompost
fertilizer) is limiting the farmer’s capacity for high yield
production. As the Kharif-2 season is arriving, farmers will
need new seeds and pesticides. Many farmers are also facing
difficulty getting repair and maintenance services for irrigation.
Labour scarcity has already increased the cost of harvesting
and storage for the smallholder farmers.
The vegetable value chain has been affected badly during the
lockdown period. According a FAO study, 35-40% of the
vegetables are supplied from distant ‘Aarat’-s located in
Chokoria, Chattogram and Narsingdi. Besides, there is a
shortage of storage facilities in Cox’s Bazar. As a result, the
smaller scale sellers could not sell the vegetables they bought
from wholesalers.

Livestock sector
•

•

•

A rumour that had spread rapidly in Ramu and Teknaf caused a
huge loss in the livestock market. The misconception of ‘Eating
chicken cause the Coronavirus’ forced majority of poultry
traders to sell chicken at a 50% discount. Many small-scale
traders will be unable to pay their loan.
Day old chicken price also fell around 55-60% in Ukhiya and
Teknaf. So, DOC traders pay off huge financial loss due to the
lockdown.
Price of Cows, Eggs, and all type of chicken have shrunk. It is
highly possible that many small-scale traders who started
livestock businesses with grant support from NGOs, will not
be successful due to the declining price in the market..

Fish sector
•

•

•

Unfortunately, the lockdown period is the most unsuitable
time for the fishers of Cox’s bazar. Most fishers usually
source fin fish fingerlings at this time. But the lockdown
and supply chain disturbance will cause huge losses for
them. Many large fin fish fingerling hatcheries have limited
their production because of the anticipated decline in the
demand. So, the cumulative effect may increase the price of
fish production.
Aquaculture feed and drug producers will face a hard time
due to the lockdown. According to a key informant
interview conducted with FAO, most fish feed companies
are expecting a nosedive in their sales of around 30-40%.
Small-scale feed producers sell on credit, and due to the
lockdown, they failed to collect their receivables from the
market. Hence, they are at a risk of shutdown.
Soft shell crab exporters are facing troubles as China, their
biggest export destination, has stopped placing new
orders. Besides, a major portion of the seafood was
consumed by the hotels and restaurants in Cox’s Bazar,
from which demand has slumped overnight due to the.
COVID-19 outbreak.

Tourism sector
•

Many transport workers/service holders in Ukhiya and
Teknaf were engaged in the tourism sector of Cox’s Bazar.
They become unemployed overnight once the business
started to fall. This of the sectors which has suffered the
most in the COVID-19 lockdown period.

Recommendation
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Approximately 1.3 million members of the affected population are now vulnerable to food & nutrition shortages and livelihood scarcity
in Cox’s Bazar district. The ongoing lockdown has affected the rural households engaged in agriculture, fisheries and other informal
livelihood activities. To respond to the economic fallout from COVID-19, innovative support functions in the livelihood sector will be
essential at different levels. Based on our study, policy makers, development partners can work on the following call to actions:

▪

▪

▪

▪

Call to actions
Emergency cash and food assistance. It has become an urgent need to mitigate the disruption to livelihood and keep the
financial shock at a minimum in the host region. Financial assistance and other resource distribution to the vulnerable household
should be expanded more along with the programs and activities already underway in Teknaf and Ukhiya to mitigate the economic
impact in the host community. Currently approximately 144 number of NGOs are operating in Cox’s bazar which brings the
opportunity for government to leverage the technology and human resource of the NGOs to increase the accountability and
transparency and reach to the last mile beneficiaries. World Food Program (WFP) has implemented e-voucher for refugee to
provide a transparent access to basic food items which is great example of technology integration in relief distribution.
Facilitate alternative income generating activities. The Government needs to launch separate support plans for the affected
host community population. Considering the new normal situation, start-up grants can accelerate more income generating activities.
For instance, people who used to earn livelihood through tourism-centric economy of Cox’s bazar such as handicraft vendor, beach
photographer, tour guide etc. need immediate support to start alternative income source. The Department of Agriculture Extension,
UN Food and Agriculture (FAO) and other partner organization can engage more beneficiaries in different on-farm activities to
support the households who lost their livelihood due to COVID-19.
Awareness and capacity building of the marketplace in post COVID-19 period. Development partners should initiate
intensive awareness programs in implementing standard safety protocol in sectors such as agriculture, fisheries, livestock etc. This
should include segments discussing rumors, misconceptions, and behavioral change practices to keep the flow of demand for
agricultural commodities. For instance, tradition large marketplace should be shifted into open space which can allow a customer to
maintain social distancing properly. All ecosystem actors should be aware about maintaining all safety standard while doing day-today business activity.
Farmers and market actors should receive quality agro input supports both in-kind and cash integrated technical supports to
increase high quality food production and strengthen market systems. In-kind supports such as a. Seeds (crop and fish), feeds (fish
and livestock), day old chicks, fertilizers and Cash support for immediate recovery of agriculture loss.

About the study

Short Profile of the respondent
Small business owner- Small business owners are the sellers of
Decorative Items, Betel Nuts, Bamboo (retailer), Insecticides, Grocery
items, and any Small entrepreneurs. The monthly income of this IGAs starts
from BDT 12000.
Day labor- This group consists of the people who are involved in loading
and unloading, construction works, and scavenging activities. The monthly
income of this IGAs starts from BDT 6000.
Farmer- They are involved in growing crops, raising cattle and sell those
to local markets. The monthly income of this IGAs starts from BDT 6000.
Fisher- Mostly collect fishes from marine sources and sell those to local
market.The monthly income of this IGA starts from BDT 7000.
Tailor- Works in home-based tailor modality or have a small store at the
roadside.The monthly income of this IGA starts from BDT 9000.
Transport worker- Works in repairing stores of vehicles, as a
transportation driver, or sells automobile parts. The monthly income of this
IGA starts from BDT 15000.
Wage earner- Are the people who are veterinary doctor, house assistant,
medical/nursing training providers, migrants, students, service holders
whose monthly income starts from BDT 5000.
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About the study

Methodology
Size of the
household

In order to determine the impact of COVID-19 in the host
community, a rapid survey was launched between 29-30 April 2020.
Telephone survey: A total of 47 respondents, engaged in different
livelihood activities in Cox’s bazar, were interviewed through phone
calls and relevant data points were collected using a structured
questionnaire. To run the survey in local language, a group of
enumerators were recruited and deployed.
Key informant interview: A total of 5 key informant interviews
were conducted with operational NGOs in Cox’s Bazar through
online platforms to understand the impact on the market and food
security and craft tangible recommendations.

Financial
Inclusion status

On average

6 members/household

Access to Financial Services

36.96%

41.30%

10.87%

Both

10.87%
Bank Account
MFS Account

None
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About the study

Demography of the Respondents

47

RESPONDENTS

belonging to low-income
socio-economic category

COX’S

BAZAR

Chokoria
4.26%

MAP

Moheshkhali
21.28%

5

UPAZILA
Alikodom
Sadar**
8.51%

Cox’s bazar sadar
23.41%

Ukhiya
6.38%

MEAN AGE OF
RESPONDANTS

33

36

Teknaf
36.17%

**Alikodom being an upazila in Bandarban district, it is considered an impacted area in Rohingya influx due to its short travel distance from Cox’s Bazar sadar.

About Inspira Advisory and Consulting Ltd.
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About Inspira
Inspira Advisory & Consulting Limited (www.inspira-bd.com) is a Gen Y led strategic consulting firm serving the government
directorates, bilateral donors, INGOs, private sector conglomerates and industry associations in navigating through new-gen growth
bottlenecks. The emerging private sectors in Bangladesh generally suffer a great deal owing to a long-standing data-strategy vacuum that
keeps investors at bay. Inspira has stepped into taking on this daunting challenge to fill-up this vacuum for facilitating investments. This
consulting boutique also realized the importance of development sector partners in weaving the growth story of Bangladesh as the
country is just graduating out of LDC (least developed country) status. Consequently, they introduced a new yet high-impact practice
area titled PDP4SDG (Private-Development Partnership for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals). Inspira also helps
government departments in improving their citizen-connectivity equilibrium through adoption of digital media marketing strategies
aimed at the youth who comprise of one third of the entire population of Bangladesh.
With over 100 clients served by deploying qualitative & quantitative research tools such as household survey, focus group discussions, indepth interviews; they have also introduced a number of advanced ethnographic research tools in Bangladesh such as immersive
simulations, dyadic and triadic research, conjoint analysis, life in a day experiments, deliberative workshops etc. Inspira’s leadership team
comprises of a diverse group of seasoned individuals including UN/INGO troupers, consulting agency veterans, technology and digital
transformation professionals and private sector C-suite executives. Analysts and research associates are handpicked from the best-inclass academic institutes who lead Bangladesh in global debate championships, drive local tech communities to expedite startup
innovations, provides pro-bono support for local social innovators.

About Inspira Advisory and Consulting Ltd.
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Inspira Advisory & Consulting Limited, is a Private limited company with consulting & research footprint across diverse industry
verticals. Inspira works at the intersection of business sector research, private sector advocacy & industry growth roadmap design for
Sunrise sectors. This entity is established in Bangladesh and registered under the Companies Act XVIII of 1994 with the Registrar of
Joint Stock Companies & Firms (Reg. No. C-121178/15 dated 15/02/2015) company VAT reg. no./BIN No: 000004891, ETIN No 868073627272, having office at House 23, Road 121, Gulshan 1, Dhaka 1212.

Disclaimer:

All information contained herein is obtained by Inspira Advisory & Consulting Limited from sources believed by it to be accurate
and reliable. Because of the possibility of human or mechanical error as well as other factors, however, all information contained
herein “As IS” without warranty of any kind.
Inspira Advisory & Consulting Limited adopts all necessary measures so that the information it uses is of sufficient quality and from
sources Inspira Advisory & Consulting Limited considers to be reliable including, when appropriate, independent third-party sources.
However, Inspira Advisory & Consulting Limited is not an auditor and cannot in every instance independently verify or validate
information received in preparing publications.

