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Market-Driven Solutions: 

M4C project began to introduce sustainable, 

market-driven solutions for char farming 

households, focusing on agriculture and livestock 

as commercially viable capitals.

Context and 

Objective

Partnership for Poverty Reduction:

A collaboration between Bangladesh and Switzerland 

through the M4C project, mandated by the Embassy of 

Switzerland, to address extreme poverty in disconnected 

and climate-vulnerable char areas



Financial contribution amplified 

from 16% to 25% (1.8 million 

CHF) of the total budget in the 

final phase.

Institutionalisation of char 

development through the capacity 

building of the Chars 

Development Research Centre 

(CDRC).

Achievements & Collaboration with the 

Government of Bangladesh

Decade of Market Development: 2012-2024 



What M4C is Leaving behind for the Embassy of 

Switzerland in Bangladesh 

A public 

institution to 

carry the legacy Sustainable 

Market 

Linkage

Experience of 

financial 

inclusion

Climate 

Resilience & 

Adaptation

Private sector 

engagement in 

thin market 

context  
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The Issue – Inaccessible new land

• Distinct geography: Islands in rivers 

prone to erosion and flooding

• Weak market functions: Inadequate 

infrastructure, few small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs)

• Limited access to agricultural inputs, 

markets and financial services

• Initially supported with a livelihoods 

approach (CLP), followed by a focus on 

a systemic approach (Katalyst, M4C).



Business services
E.g., financial services, 

technical services, 

business development 

services, skills 

development, 

information, logistics

Production inputs 
E.g., agricultural inputs, equipment, capital investment 

Embedded services may be provided along with these

Business enabling 

environment 
A combination of formal and 

informal institutions that support 

economic activities, including laws, 

regulations, policies, representation, 

infrastructure, social norms, and 

informal networks

Char residents have access to markets, 

fetch a competitive price for their products 

National drivers

Regional drivers

“Last Mile”

Vision: Facilitating inclusive market systems
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Addressing system gaps in the Chars

Last mile investment and innovation:

• Establishment of floating pontoons for accessing mainland markets 

• Establishment of seedling nurseries and poultry hatcheries 

• Establishment of artificial insemination services 

• Significant increase in agro-input retailers (72 in 2012 to 1,575 in 2023) 

• Investment in one-stop shop solutions: 6 Agrigate one-stop service center 

for (prefinanced) agri-inputs and market linkages; 12 iFarmer centers for 

inputs, finance, aggregation; digital financing and market linkage platform 

for rural entrepreneurs in 2 char districts by WeGrow

• Introduction of low-cost mobile solar-powered irrigation solutions

• Establishment of portable storage systems with warehouse credit facilities

Private Sector Expansion:

• Petrochem Bangladesh Limited expanded input distribution to chars

• United Seeds Store Ltd. sought partnerships with M4C to enter new chars

• Super Star Renewable Energy Ltd. developed low-cost solar-powered 

irrigation systems tailored for chars

• United Commercial Bank (UCB) engaged in microfinance partnerships for 

financing small-scale entrepreneurs in the chars



Example: iFarmer centres 

iFarmer 

creates a digital client profile of each farmer client, provides a complete 

package of agricultural inputs for a specific crop or animal on credit, provides 

information on the scientific management practices for these via SMS, acts as 

an aggregator for livestock, creates ‘hubs’

(in the future: machine rental)

iFarmer centres (12 to date) 

in the Chars to act as hubs, at which farmers are 

registered, obtain the physical inputs, receive additional 

training, bring livestock for collection

NB: Other agribusiness use hubs for product promotion 

Farmers (4,500 to date) 

benefit from being able to cultivate 

more land, increase herd size, reduce 

costs, increase returns



Example: Portable storage facilities 

Centre for Development and Research of the Chars (CDRC) 

• Designed portable storage suitable for Chars (can be broken down and moved)

• Identified potential operators, trained these

• With M4C support developed the warehouse receipt system, later brought in micro-

finance organizations

Storage Service Provider (6 to date)

• Co-invested in portable storage facility with insulated roofing (climate proofing)

• Partnered with MFIs to enable credit for farmers based on stored crop value, 

ensures that outstanding loans are settled when crops leave the warehouse

Farmers

• Use warehouse credit to access loans for the next cultivation cycle

• Store crops securely, reducing post-harvest losses and climate risks

• Delayed sales until market prices increase, maximizing returns



M4C coverage vs. total number of chars
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coverage

Number of chars 2,042 127

Number of districts with chars 30 11

Char population 6.5 mil 145,000



How to institutionalize systemic development 
that can expand reach, close gaps over time?

Facilitating regional and national companies to 

include the Chars in their business models

Innovation and investment in last-mile SMEs 

(models, finance & skills) to anchor business activity 

in the Chars

Coordination between public and private actors

Facilitating public organizations to prioritize and 

navigate the Chars

A champion ‘trailblazer’ who knows the Chars, can 

reduce the risk of working in the Chars

Research on, advocacy for the Chars



Anchoring market facilitation within the Centre for 
Development and Research of the Chars

• Small research for development centre with a strong understanding of the Chars

• Working on isolated research activities, appropriate technologies 

• Lacked a system perspective on what are key gaps, which actors can fill these, what facilitated (technical/business) 

innovation and linkage building is required for this 

• Lacked a vision/mission, adequate HR and funding to play a system facilitation role 

• M4C supported organizational development (vision, annual planning, org chart/staffing plan)

• Increasingly worked with and through CDRC; in the process CDRC acquired the skills to:

• Undertake a system diagnostic of a Char and share the insights

• Focus on sustainability by combining technology with business models, identifying ‘owners’ 

• Developing public-private partnerships

• Become more outward looking: Focus on networking, linkages, advocacy 

• Funded by micro-finance activities (CDRC manages several revolving funds); getting recognition as a Centre of 

Excellence should attract more funding



Lessons and Impact

Key Lessons:

• A well-anchored systems approach can lead to sustained 

market access

• Public-private collaboration is crucial for scaling impact and 

successful exit

• Systemic change requires both private sector incentives 

and public sector anchoring

• Institutionalization is essential for long-term development 

beyond project funding

Demonstrated Impact:

• CHF 7 million disbursed in loans to 28,000+ farmers and 

entrepreneurs

• 200,000+ households benefited from improved services 

from more than 3,000 service providers

• CDRC invested CHF3.7 million in 3 phases in programme 

implementation
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