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Achieving SDGs in CHT – Challenges and 
Opportunities 

In September 2015, Heads of State and Government at the United Nations General Assembly laid out 
a common vision and agreed to set the world on a path towards sustainable development through the 
adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN 2015). The Agenda includes 17 
Sustainable Development Goals, or SDGs, which set out quantitative objectives across the social, 
economic, and environmental dimensions of sustainable development – all to be achieved by 2030. 
The goals provide guidance to national development and international development cooperation over 
the next 15 years in a framework for shared action “for people, planet and prosperity”. The SDGs 
represent a transformative agenda that aims to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger by 2030 and to 
“leave no one behind.” It intends to transform economies by making economic growth more 
inclusive and equitable, achieving decent work for all, decoupling growth from environmental 
degradation, and investing in climate-resilient development pathways. The Agenda is critically 
important for hills and mountain areas in developing countries as these areas tend to face multiple 
challenges and lag behind in socioeconomic development. Globally, mountains provide a wide 
variety of goods and services critical for human sustenance such as water, energy, and biodiversity. 
They are also home to many disadvantaged groups and ethnic minorities, who continued to 
experience multiple deprivations including poverty and vulnerability. Thus mountain areas will 
require special attention under the SDGs. With a strong economic performance, and commendable 
achievements made towards fulfilling many of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the 
Government of Bangladesh is now committed to achieving the SDGs by 2030. Bangladesh is 
growing fast. The country is aiming to accelerate economic growth, reduce poverty and inequality, 
and become a middle-income country by 2021, while creating a more inclusive and equitable society 
through the inclusion of ethnic, religious, and cultural minorities into a national and social force. To 
achieve these goals and promote social harmony, special attention needs to be paid to the Chittagong 
Hill Tracts (CHT) - a region that lags behind the rest of the country in terms of various development 
indicators and which has a history of social tensions. Bangladesh aspires to build a secular, tolerant, 
and liberal progressive democratic society. It aims to promote social justice, good governance, and 
reduce inequalities and regional imbalances. The country has made impressive progress in achieving 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), particularly in reducing poverty and hunger, and 
improving health, education, life expectancy, and other related socioeconomic indicators in recent 
years. Bangladesh has now started the implementation process for the SDGs, but given the variation 
in the level of development across the country, it is imperative to localize the SDGs at a sub-national 
level in order to address the development challenges in different regions, including, and especially, in 
the Chittagong Hill Tracts. The Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) is an ethnically, culturally, and 
topographically diverse region extending over 13,295 square kilometres, about 10% of Bangladesh’s 
land area, and divided into three districts: Bandarban, Khagrachhari, and Rangamati. The population 
of more than 1.6 million includes 12 ethnic communities with unique cultures and traditions. The 
region has rich natural and environmental resources with hills, forests, rivers, and lakes, a diverse 
flora and fauna, and areas of outstanding scenic beauty. The CHT provides important ecosystem 
services that play a significant role in economic development, environmental protection, ecological 
sustainability, and human wellbeing, both in the CHT itself and downstream. About 40% of 
Bangladesh’s forest land is in the CHT. The forests play an important role in conserving biodiversity, 
protecting the regional environment, preventing erosion, maintaining water quality, regulating water 



flow, reducing the severity of floods, and regulating local and regional climate. Even though the 
CHT has immense biological, cultural, and environmental resources, it remains one of the most 
disadvantaged and vulnerable regions in the country. The CHT lags behind in almost all development 
indicators, such as poverty, income, food security, health, and education, and in access to roads, 
infrastructure, electricity, and credit facilities (Zohir 2011; Sen et al. 2014). According to a survey 
conducted by Barkat et al. in 2009, the incidence of poverty in the CHT is about 60%, much higher 
than the national average of 32%, and some of Bangladesh’s ‘hardcore poor’ are found in this region 
(Table 1). The Planning Commission lists Bandarban in the CHT as one of the three poorest districts 
in Bangladesh. Even after the huge development efforts that followed the signing of the Peace 
Accord in 1997, much of the CHT remains physically and socioeconomically less advanced. There 
are several reasons for this, including the rugged and inaccessible terrain. Although recent 
developments have brought considerable improvement, much remains to be done. The national-level 
priorities of accelerating economic growth, reducing poverty and inequality, and creating a more 
inclusive and equitable society are well aligned with the Sustainable Development Agenda, which 
cuts across the three dimensions of sustainable development - economic development, social 
inclusion, and environmental sustainability. The SDGs constitute a charter for people and the planet 
in the twenty-first century to respect and safeguard Mother Earth, secure peace and prosperity, and 
reinvigorate a global partnership for sustainable development. The central goals are to eliminate 
extreme poverty, hunger, and malnutrition; to conserve the environment; and to foster peaceful, just, 
inclusive, and prosperous societies that enable all to enjoy prosperous and fulfilling lives in harmony 
with nature. SDG framework attaches central importance to equality and non¬discrimination and 
inclusiveness and pledges that ‘no one will be left behind’ and to 'reduce inequality within and 
among countries’. Ethnic minorities and tribal areas in Asia and elsewhere remained largely 
marginalized in socioeconomic development (McDougall 2015). As in other tribal areas, 
development in the Chittagong Hill Tracts has been slower than in other parts of the country as a 
result of several factors including social tension. The signing of the Peace Accord has enhanced the 
prospects for promoting lasting peace and improving governance, inclusive growth, and sustainable 
development in the CHT. However, successful implementation of the sustainable development 
agenda will require an approach that is tailor-made for the region. This implies localization of the 
SDGs, with planning, implementation, and monitoring of activities sub-national level, and national 
strategies designed such that they support implementation of SDGs at a local and regional level 
(Global Task Force 2016). This will help to ensure social inclusion and it promotes faster and 
peaceful development in the region. Localization of the SDGs is crucial as many development 
interventions occur at sub-national level under the jurisdiction of local bodies. Indeed, achievement 
of the SDGs will largely rest on local and regional governments as they are delegated with the 
responsibility of providing basic services and promoting inclusive and sustainable territorial 
development (Global Task Force 2016). Local bodies are best situated to link the global goals with 
local communities. In example, the sustainable development goals are linked to improving human 
lives through provision of better education, health, and quality water, and preservation of air and 
natural resources, all of which are related to local development processes. Local bodies are also well 
placed to inform local communities about the sustainable development goals and their importance 
locally (Global Task Force 2016). In the CHT, the local bodies (the hill district councils or HDCs) 
are well placed to identify the sub-national needs and priorities that align with the sustainable 
development agenda. The HDCs can raise awareness among local communities about the importance 
of the sustainable development goals and their relevance to the local people. In doing so, they can 
engage with the private sector and community organizations to ensure greater participation and 
collaboration for the localization and advocacy of the Agenda. The HDCs can seek a bottom-up 
approach for implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of the SDGs that will ensure commitment 
and support from the local communities. But for this to be effective, the HDCs must be given a 



greater role in local resource management, fiscal and financial devolution, and progressive 
environmental protection, among others. The local level governments should be engaged in creating 
a sense of ownership and given responsibility in planning and implementation of the SDGs to 
provide an enabling environment for the localization process. Bangladesh aspires to achieve middle 
income country status by 2021, which is clearly reflected in the 7th Five-Year Plan (2016-20). The 
plan also emphasizes the development priorities in the CHT and their contribution to the overall 
economic development of the country. While this is a good first step towards developing the CHT, 
much more will need to be done in a prioritized manner to achieve the SDGs in this region by 2030. 
Especially the ethnic communities in the CHT are lagging behind in many, if not all, of the major 
goals and targets. It is important to engage local people and organizations in the SDG planning and 
implementation process so that the whole of Bangladesh can truly transform, bringing peace and 
prosperity for all and leaving no one behind. One of the envisaged goals of the SDGs is to reduce 
inequality within and among countries. At present, the socio-economic disparity between the hills 
and plains areas in Bangladesh is quite marked. The prevalence of inequality has been one of the 
prime causes of tensions in the CHT region. Achieving the SDGs in the CHT: Potential, 
Opportunities and Lessons Hills and mountains are often regarded as areas with less potential and are 
less fovoured for investment in economic growth and development, so that the potential that does 
exist remains underused (Mergos 1994). The result is that these areas have slower growth, more 
limited economic opportunities, and worse socioeconomic conditions than in the adjacent plains 
areas (Birthal et al. 2006). In order to accelerate economic growth and achieve the SDGs in the CHT, 
it is critically important to focus on optimum and sustainable use of the available natural and human 
resources and exploiting their possibilities. Although the CHT faces many development challenges, it 
has tremendous potential which can be harnessed to improve the lives of the local people and the 
environment. The signing of the Peace Accord and establishment of a decentralized governance 
structure and institutions has opened up new windows of opportunity in the CHT for breaking the 
poverty cycle and accelerating inclusive growth and the sustainable use of resources. In recent 
decades, the framework conditions for rural development have changed significantly due to 
globalization, increased connectivity, labour mobility, progress in transportation and communication, 
and advances in mobile and internet technologies. Remote villages have now been connected to 
national, regional, and global markets, cash crops are emerging with the changing controur of the 
world economy that can be tapped to boost the economy of the region. There is an increased move 
towards livelihood diversification and reduced dependence on agriculture, with value addition and 
improvement of value chains for rural products, promotion of agribusiness, and development of the 
non-farm sector. The potential for development in both urban and rural areas of the CHT has 
improved substantially with the introduction of mobile and internet technologies and the building of 
new roads. Livelihood diversification is already underway in the CHT. Jhum is still practiced for 
subsistence in remote areas, but farmers are also increasingly engaged in off-farm activities such as 
weaving, wage labour, and selling fuel wood, while on-farm activities are also increasingly 
diversified. More than half of the ethnic respondents practiced fruit gardening and 41% weaving, 
indicating the increasing range of livelihood opportunities. A number of studies have suggested that 
with appropriate policy and institutional support, there is considerable potential for increasing both 
the productivity and sustainability of crop production, horticulture, fisheries, and livestock, and for 
transforming jhum into more productive systems. This potential remains largely untapped due to 
poor market access, inadequate access to key production inputs. 
_______________________________________________________ This is an abridged version of a 
paper from “Chittagong Hill Tracts: Journey towards Peace and Prosperity.”    
 


