
Nourin Shabnam, PhD
Curtin University, Australia 

With  Professor Mehmet Ulubasoglu and Dr Cahit Guven
Department of Economics, Deakin University

Lack of Food Access and Double Catastrophe in Early Life: 
Lessons from the 1974–1975 Bangladesh Famine

Nourin Shabnam, PhD
Curtin University, Australia 

With  Professor Mehmet Ulubasoglu and Dr Cahit Guven
Department of Economics, Deakin University

Australian Conference of Economists (ACE), 13 July 2021 1



Literature Review
 ‘‘Foetal origins’’ hypothesis: Early-life nourishment shapes individuals’ long-term 

outcomes (Barker, 1998).

 Teasing out such causal effects remains a challenge, because exposure to adverse 

shocks is often not exogenous (Neelsen and Stratmann, 2011; Chen and  Zhou, 2007).

 Famine has been exploited as exogenous shocks to tease out the causal effects 

 The 1983 Ghanaian famine on human capital accumulation  (Ampaabeng 
and Tan, 2013)

 1941–1942 Greek famine on education and labour market performances  
(Neelsen and Stratmann, 2011) 

 The great Chinese 1959–1961 famine on health and economic status 
(Chen and  Zhou, 2007)
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Why 1974 Bangladesh Famine? 

 Not has been exploited as a natural experiment
 Opportunity to measure food access: rice 

exchange rate of labour and total rice production 
 Opportunity to disentangle the effects of famine 

from other catastrophe
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Bangladesh Famine, 1974–75: An Overview …
 Continued from (June 1974–July 1975). Most severe period was July 1974–

October 1974 (Alamgir, 1980; Kagy, 2012)

 Claimed 1.5 millions human death toll (Alamgir, 1980; Schendel, 2009).
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Bangladesh Famine, 1974: An Overview …
Map 1: Famine Affected Districts in Bangladesh

 Affected all parts in Bangladesh. 

 Two alternative explanation of 

food access during famine: 

 Food Availability Decline (FAD) (Food 

Inquiry Commission, 1975), and

 Food Entitlement Failure (Sen, 1981).

Source: http://www.banglapedia.org/httpdocs/Maps/MF_0103A.GIF Bangladesh.
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Food Entitlement Failure (Sen, 1981)

– Amartya Sen, 1981

“A food-centered view tells us rather little about starvation. It does not tell us how starvation can develop 
even without declines in food availability.  Nor does it tell us – even when starvation is accompanied by a fall 
in the food supply – why some groups had to starve while others could feed themselves…What allows one 
group rather than another to get hold of the food that is there? …”
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Bangladesh Flood, 1974: An Overview …

 First major flood after independence

 Fifth largest flood between 1954 and 2004 (Hofer and 
Messerli, 2002)

 The flood covered more than 52,000 km2 of land (36.84%)

 Death tolls 

 Homeless people

 Flood and famine happened concurrently 
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Bangladesh Flood, 1974: An Overview …

Map 2. Flooded Districts (Greater) In Bangladesh, 1974

 Flood-affected areas 
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Source: http://www.banglapedia.org/httpdocs/Maps/MF_0103A.GIF.



Objectives

 Examine early-life malnutrition due to famine on survivor 

children’s education outcomes exploiting two famine severity 

indicators: the rice-exchange rate of labour and rice production in 

the famine year. 

 Examine whether or how double catastrophe in early life affects 

later-life outcomes compared to a single catastrophe.
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Contributions 

 We shed light on the causal triggers of famine

 We study the impact of exposure to double catastrophe (concurrent 
famine and flood) in early life 

 Unlike previous literature on famines, we use two direct and 
“plausibly exogenous” measures of famine severity (food access)
rather than famine-driven death rate.
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 Data and Measurement
 1991 Bangladesh Census data with 10.58 million observations. 

 Treatment and control groups: Cohorts born during 1972–1975 as treatment 
group, while cohorts born in 1976–1979 and in 1968–1971 as cohort group. 
Average age is 16 years.

 Education Outcomes: Literacy, and primary school dropout. The average 
literacy rate is 45% and average primary school dropout rate is 62%.

 Famine severity (food access) measures: Alamgir (1977), and Sen (1981). 

 Flood severity measures: Alamgir (1977). 

• Rice-exchange rate of labour (%)
• Rice production (%)

Famine Severity Indicators

• Flood inundation (ft)
• Flood duration (months)
• Proportion of flood affected 

areas as % of  total area of the 
district

Flood Severity Indicators
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ESTIMATION 
MODEL

Individual specific outcome

Coefficients of interest 

 We also include the following covariates in 
the model:

Gender status
Religious status
Rural-urban status

 Age Corrected dummy with 
treatment dummy 

 Cohort Fixed Effect 
 District Fixed Effect
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Potential Biases 

 Comparability of treatment and control groups

Source: Data presented in this map are obtained from Nabi (1992).

Map 4: District-Wise Net Migration, 1974-1981

 Parental controls

 Inter-district migration
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Results
Table 1. Long-Term Effects of 1974-75 Famine on Education Outcomes of Early-Life Survivors

Notes: Estimation of Model (1) using OLS. Each specification estimates separate regressions exploiting two severity measures interacted with treatment 
dummies. Coefficients on interaction variables are presented. Controls: rural, male, birth year, birth year squared, religious, treatment dummy interacted 
with age-heaping dummy, district fixed-effects and cohort fixed-effects. TreatmentDummy is equal to 1 if a person was born in 1972–1975, and is equal to 
0 if born in 1976–1979 or in 1968–1971. Robust standard errors are clustered at the district level. Absolute t-statistics are presented in parenthesis. 
*p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.010.

-0.057***
(5.966)

0.064***
(5.434)

-0.039***
(2.196)

0.041** 
(2.394)
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Econometric Approach

where InWl𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 stands for one of the two wealth variables.
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Results Table 2. Long-Term Effects of 1974-75 Famine: The Role of Wealth Indicators

Notes: Coefficients on interaction variables are presented. Treatment Dummy is equal to 1 if a person was born in 1972–1975, and is equal to 0 if born in 
1976–1979 or in 1968–1971. Robust standard errors are clustered at the district level. Absolute t-statistics are presented in parenthesis. *p<0.10, ** 
p<0.05, *** p<0.010. 
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Double Catastrophe in Early Life and Later Life Outcomes

Where, 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹𝑆𝑆𝐼𝐼𝑗𝑗 denotes the maximum depth of flood inundation (ft), the period of flood 
inundation (months), and the proportion of flood-affected areas as a percentage of the total area of the district. 
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Results
Table 3: Double Catastrophe in Early Life: Long-Term Effects of Concurrent Famine and Floods

-0.0656
(1.49) -0.337**

(2.07)

-0.0892*
(1.72)

-0.230
(1.62)-0.00539

(0.72)
-0.000222

(0.03)
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Results

 Table 4: Double Catastrophe in Early Life: Split-Sample Approach
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Results
Table 6: Disaster Severity and Disaster Relief

2.709***
(8.31

2.883***
(18.14)

3.310***
(26.66)
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Summary of Findings 

 Later-life education outcomes are explained by early-life 
malnutrition in Bangladesh.

 Adverse effects on surviver children where rice prices are higher 
relate to the labour wage. 

 With higher wealth or income status, the effects of famine decrease 
on the survivors. May indicate the hoarding behavior in upper part 
of wealth/income distribution.

 Double catastrophe is found to have weaker effects on education 
outcomes than a single catastrophe. 
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Thank You
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