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Domestic Crop Booms, Livelihood Pathways and
Nested Transitions: Charting the Implications of
Bangladesh’s Pangasius Boom
BEN BELTON, IMKE JOSEPHA MARIANA VAN ASSELDONK AND
SIMON R. BUSH

Rapidly transforming Asian food systems are oriented largely towards domestic markets, yet literature on Asian crop booms deals almost exclusively with commodities produced for export.
With reference to pangasius aquaculture in Bangladesh, we argue that ‘domestic crop booms’
– agricultural booms driven by domestic demand – are contributing to rapid social and ecological
transformations in Asia and across the globe. We adopt a comparative multi-scalar approach,
and develop the concept of ‘livelihood pathways’ as a means of understanding agrarian change
associated with crop booms. The study reveals sharply divergent patterns of social change
resulting from the pangasius boom, as experienced in two different village settings, despite underlying similarities in the processes of commodiﬁcation evident in both. In addition to drawing
attention to domestic crop booms and the diversity of transitions in which they result, the paper
demonstrates the value of comparative multi-scalar analytical approaches and the importance of
livelihood pathways in processes of agrarian change.
Keywords: domestic crop booms, livelihood pathways, food system transformation,
aquaculture, Bangladesh
INTRODUCTION
Booms and busts have been a common feature of South and South-East Asian agriculture since at
least the colonial period (cf. Geertz 1963; Hayami 2001; van Schendel 2006; Hall et al. 2011),
and both regions are the subject of rich literatures on agrarian change. However, ‘crop booms’1 have
only relatively recently been addressed as a distinct form of agrarian development, and studies have
focused almost entirely on commodities produced for export (e.g. Barney 2004; Hall 2004; Peluso
and Lund 2011). Extending the analytical breadth of this growing literature, this paper calls attention
to an underappreciated phenomenon, the ‘domestic crop boom’. Empirical evidence of the
existence and signiﬁcance of domestic crop booms is provided through a review of literature and
a detailed case study of pangasius catﬁsh aquaculture in Bangladesh.
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The terms ‘crop boom’ and ‘boom crop’ are often used almost interchangeably, but have slightly different connotations. Here, we use the term ‘boom crop’ with reference to the agricultural commodities around which booms revolve, and ‘crop boom’ when referring to rapid agrarian transformation associated with production of these crops.
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We focus on production for domestic consumption, because international trade accounts for only
a small fraction of total global demand for agricultural products (OECD/FAO 2014). Urban domestic markets are far more important drivers of agricultural development, and the food systems that
supply them are undergoing rapid transformation, particularly in Asia, where agricultural production
is shifting from staples towards higher-value products including ﬁsh (Reardon and Timmer 2014;
Reardon et al. 2014). A review of literature provides evidence of a wide array of domestic
demand-driven crop booms occurring over the past century (see below). However, although these
studies demonstrate that crop booms are a common response to opportunities in domestic markets,
most research (both historical and contemporary) deals with the international political economy of
export-driven booms (e.g. Carter et al. 1996; Thoumi 2002; Topik and Wells, 2010).
In this context, we focus on aquaculture because the vast majority of scholarly attention paid to
the social and environmental transformations caused by the sector’s global development (Bush and
Marschke 2014) focuses on commodities traded to the global North, despite Southern (most importantly, Asian) domestic demand being the main driver of growth (Belton and Bush 2014). In the
remainder of the paper, we characterize the rise of pangasius in Bangladesh as a domestic crop boom,
and advance an approach to the study of booms that views them as complex multi-sited, multi-scalar
processes. We draw on the concept of ‘livelihood pathways’ (de Haan and Zoomers 2005) as a means
of understanding the implications of booms for individuals, households, and the economic and social
classes to which they belong. The structure of the paper is as follows:
First, we adopt a ‘macro’ lens, reviewing the literature on boom crops, identifying examples of
domestic crop booms from around the globe, and elaborating a ‘nested’ analytical approach to crop
booms, livelihood pathways and the relationships between them. Second, the research methodology
is described. Third, we outline the history of the pangasius boom in Bangladesh. Fourth, divergent
‘meso-scale’ transitions arising from the boom, as experienced in villages in two different subdistricts, are described. Fifth, we ‘zoom in’ further, to examine effects on livelihoods and class differentiation experienced at the ‘micro-scale’ of individuals and households. The ﬁnal section concludes
with discussion of the paper’s methodological, empirical and theoretical contributions to the literature on crop booms, aquaculture and transforming Asian food systems.
DOMESTIC AND EXPORT-LED CROP BOOMS: A NESTED APPROACH
Crop Boom Characteristics
Crop booms take place when ‘large areas of land are rapidly converted to mono-cropped (or nearly
mono-cropped) production of a new crop and the land use transformations involved have time
horizons of more than a year’ (Hall 2011a, 508). The drivers and consequences of a variety of
South-East Asian booms in the production of crops including palm oil, cocoa, coffee, rubber, fastgrowing trees such as eucalyptus, and shrimp have been thoroughly reviewed by Derek Hall and
colleagues (Hall 2011a, 2011b; Hall et al. 2011). In this literature, crop booms are characterized as
leading to widespread conversion of land, often resulting in dramatic changes in the rural landscape
and associated social transformations and environmental degradation.
More speciﬁcally, crop booms are identiﬁed by Hall and colleagues as emerging in response to
new market opportunities, and involving a diverse mix of actors, including the state, private companies and smallholder farmers. They may involve spontaneous or organized migration by smallholders
and/or labour, but also involve people who were in situ before the boom began. They can be highly
lucrative for many of these participants, but can also result in processes of dispossession and differentiation. High rates of accumulation are related to the (often) high value of the crops produced, which
in turn results in rapid increases of the value of land associated with these crops. Because booms often
© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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occur in ‘frontier’ areas, with ambiguous or contested land tenure relations, much of this value is
often captured by economic and/or political elites. As noted above, boom crops often require investments over the span of multiple growing seasons. This makes decisions to enter production difﬁcult
to reverse. A commitment to monoculture and relatively heavy capital investment can also make investments risky, with the result that booms often end in busts caused by falling prices or disease outbreaks (Hall 2011a, 2011b; Hall et al. 2011).
As demonstrated in the following analysis, most of these characteristics are evident in the development
of pangasius aquaculture in Bangladesh. However, one feature common to all the crop booms reviewed
by Hall (2011b) is that they ‘have been driven primarily, though not exclusively, by export rather than
domestic market demand’ (p. 840). This characterization is applicable to the production of pangasius
in Vietnam (the world’s largest producer and exporter of the crop), but does not hold for Bangladesh,
where the growth of pangasius aquaculture has been propelled entirely by rapidly growing domestic
markets, supported by buoyant demand linked to rising real incomes (Belton and Azad 2012; Ali et al.
2013). Producers in Bangladesh lack the technical capacity to deliver the high-quality, export-grade
(white-meat) ﬁsh demanded in most of the international markets opened up by Vietnam, in addition
to which, strong domestic demand makes the industry proﬁtable and exports unnecessary (Belton
et al. 2011b). Faced with this apparent disjuncture between theory and evidence, we contend that the
existence of ‘domestic crop booms’ – those driven primarily by domestic demand – has been overlooked.
Further Evidence for Domestic Crop Booms
Moving beyond aquaculture, a review of recent literature suggests that domestic demand driven
booms in food and industrial crop production are a long-standing and pervasive feature of agrarian
development around the globe. Cases range across commodities and continents. For example,
Juarez-Dappe (2010) reports on the boom in sugar-cane production in Tucamán, north-western Argentina, from 1876 to 1916, during which the province captured 80 per cent of the national market
in sugar. Unlike many other sugar economies of the period, production in Tucamán was oriented
towards meeting domestic demand rather than agro-exports. The smallholder-led boom resulted
in changes in land tenure and contractual relations, massive inward labour migration, the replacement of staple food production with sugar monoculture, and the decline of local cottage industry
as the result of an inﬂux of manufactured goods from outside the region.
Another industrial crop, cotton, was implicated in even more dramatic processes of change in São
Paulo State, Brazil, during the mid-twentieth century (Brannstrom 2010). Although also exported in
large quantities, cotton grown in Brazil during this period served primarily as in input for the
country’s textile-driven industrialization. Brazil’s cotton boom resulted in the migration of thousands
of farming households over distances of more than 3,000 kilometres from north-eastern to western
Brazil, rapid economic transformation causing new towns to spring up in areas which had only years
before been covered in virgin forest, and a decline in the area planted under coffee of 440,000
hectares between 1930 and 1938 alone, accompanied by a concurrent increase in the area under
cotton by a massive 920,000 hectares, as farmers rapidly switched crops. This process resulted in
severe ecological degradation, including massive deforestation and soil erosion.
China’s shrimp industry offers another example of a domestic boom in the production of what is
traditionally viewed as an export crop par excellence.2 As throughout most of Asia, shrimp initially
emerged as an export crop in China, and by 2003 the country was the world’s largest producer, with
an output of around 500,000 tonnes per annum (Zhang 2014). China’s shrimp exports peaked in
2006 and then declined, even as total production climbed to 1 million tonnes. Strong growth in
2

We thank one of the reviewers of this paper for drawing attention to this point.
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domestic shrimp consumption (mirroring growth in the wider national economy), meant that, by
2010, 79 per cent of China’s farmed shrimp output was consumed at home, and the country’s
domestic demand for shrimp is widely anticipated to overtake its production in the near future
(Zhang 2014). Research by Huang (2015), in ‘the shrimp capital of China’, Leizhou, Guangdong
Province, illustrates that this growth has been accompanied by a variety of profound changes associated with the formal and real subsumption of labour to capital, as agri-capital has ﬁrst penetrated up
and downstream segments of the value chain and, subsequently, made inroads into farming itself,
setting in train processes of land concentration and proletarianization.
Also in China, Dong et al. (2007, 109) have described a ‘giant boom in horticulture’, linked to the
arrival of the ‘supermarket revolution’, driving demand from urban retailers for fruits, vegetables and
nuts to sell to increasingly prosperous city residents. Ninety-eight per cent of China’s horticultural production is destined for domestic consumption but, as the authors note, ‘Surprisingly, given the importance of this topic, there has been little, if any, systematic empirical analysis of the effect of the rise of
demand for high-valued commodities … in China’ (p. 110). The same authors report that from 2000
to 2004 the sown area of grain in the greater Beijing area declined from 68 per cent to 58 per cent of
total agricultural land, while that dedicated to horticultural crops increased by 7 per cent. Poor households located at the outer edges of Beijing’s peri-urban fringe, and thus less fully integrated into the
urban non-farm economy and possessing more labour power than better-off households closer to
the city, were found to have been the main agents driving, and beneﬁting from, this rapid change.
Although relevant examples from other locations were also identiﬁed, the four cases outlined
above are sufﬁcient to illustrate the point that domestic crop booms have long been implicated in
processes of agrarian transition in multiple locations; emerging under conditions, and resulting in
outcomes, broadly similar to their more widely recognized export-led counterparts. In fact, as the
Chinese shrimp and Brazilian cotton examples show, the boundaries between export-led booms
and those driven by domestic demand are sometimes blurred, with crops initially produced for
export reoriented inwards as domestic demand grows, or vice versa. The distinction between domestic and export-led crop booms is thus somewhat artiﬁcial: both are ultimately manifestations of
response to more or less geographically distant sources of demand, with similar (though historically
and geographically contingent) results. The distinction remains worth making, however, because
it serves to draw attention to the dearth of research addressing Southern crop booms originating
independently of demand emanating from the global North.
Linking booms to livelihoods
The diversity of crop booms exhibited above result from distinct combinations of market signals,
types of government support, and differing degrees of participation by states, businesses and smallholders, as well as the differing biological characteristics of crops farmed (Hall 2011b). As these conditions vary widely from place to place, at both national and sub-national scales, booms can
encompass considerable variability in terms of the processes they unleash and their implications for
the people caught up in them, meaning that tangential or divergent trajectories may arise within a
single boom at different places or times. This observation is conﬁrmed by a small number of comparative papers that have contrasted the production of speciﬁc boom crops in different national settings,
often ﬁnding sharply contrasting processes and outcomes (Crook 2001; Barney 2004; Hall 2004).
Despite this variability, comparative studies of individual booms conducted at the sub-national level
are rare. Li’s (2002) study of agrarian differentiation among indigenous Lauje and migrant Bugis
smallholder cocoa growers in Sulawesi is a notable exception, and shows that even within speciﬁc
countries or areas, the local contexts in which booms are embedded may result in very different
consequences.
© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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As the characteristics elaborated above suggest, crop booms are a distinct form of agrarian transition,
which entail ‘processes of wholesale commodiﬁcation across the rural economy’ (Akram-Lodhi and
Kay 2009, 21), whereby production for use is transformed into production for exchange, non-market
access to the means of reproduction is eroded, and those unable to maintain themselves as producers
become more fully incorporated into labour markets: a process referred to by Bernstein (2010) as
‘the commodiﬁcation of subsistence’. What sets booms apart from more incremental processes of
agrarian change is the rapidity with which these economic, social and ecological transformations occur.
We contend that understanding diversity within booms is best achieved by adopting a scaled
approach, extending from the global, regional and national, down to the level of individual communities. Such an approach makes it possible to identify drivers and outcomes of change within varying
social, political and economic contexts, both above and below the level of the nation state. A scaled
approach can provide nuanced interpretations of change by highlighting the existence of multiple
trajectories within a single boom; for example, where patterns of change differ markedly from one
country to another, or between provinces or villages within a country.
Zooming in still further, a scaled approach allows us to understand that booms result from the agency
of individuals and decision-making units such as households (Wheelock and Oughton 1996), bounded
by and embedded in wider social and economic structures. This is encapsulated in the concept of
livelihoods: ‘the process by which rural families construct a diverse portfolio of activities and social support capabilities in their struggle for survival and in order to improve their standards of living’ (Ellis
1998, 4). As Scoones (2009) notes, analysis of livelihoods at the individual level can be aggregated up
to encompass ‘complex livelihood strategies and pathways at household, village or even district levels’
(p. 172), thereby enabling analysis of livelihoods to be read off cumulatively at wider social scales.
If the decisions, actions and changing portfolios of resources that constitute livelihoods are tracked
over time, different pathways can be observed, reﬂecting decisions made in the context of relations
that inﬂuence access to and use of the means of production (de Haan and Zoomers 2005). As in some
of the studies reviewed above (e.g. Juarez-Dappe 2010; Huang 2015), the aggregate outcomes of the
livelihood pathways that individuals and households follow over time therefore ultimately
correspond to patterns of class differentiation and mobility.
This observation leads us to adopt livelihood pathways as an analytical concept that assists the
analysis of booms at the micro level, by allowing local class formation and patterns of differentiation
among individuals and households incorporated into booms to be discerned over time. We compare
how these processes play out in two villages with distinct characteristics, to support a nuanced understanding of multiple intra-boom trajectories of change operating at the scale of communities. By
locating this analysis in the literature on national and transnational crop booms and the transformation of Asian food systems, we provide a narrative that spans all scales.
METHODOLOGY
The data presented in this paper are derived from a larger study on the relationship between
aquaculture and poverty in Bangladesh (Belton et al. 2014a). In keeping with the trend towards
the use of mixed qualitative and quantitative methods in the analysis of poverty (Shaffer et al.
2008), the study sought to achieve ‘methodological integration’ (Davis and Baulch 2011). To this
end, ﬁeldwork comprised of semi- or unstructured individual and group interviews with a wide
range of actors was nested inside a ‘large n’ structured household survey, designed to be statistically
representative at community level. This approach made it possible to obtain robust quantitative data
on aspects of poverty and livelihoods such as household consumption expenditures, landholdings and
employment, alongside more ﬁnely grained contextual and historical perspectives on change and
subjective aspects of well-being.
© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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Villages were chosen as a ‘natural’ unit of study, given the social organization of rural production
in Bangladesh. Bawalia and Medila, two villages with high concentrations of pangasius farms, were
selected from a list identiﬁed by an earlier survey. Located only 35 kilometres apart (Figure 1), the
communities had contrasting characteristics in terms of physical geography and socio-economic conditions and, although land use in both villages had been profoundly affected by the pangasius boom,
they fell at opposing ends of a spectrum in terms of the level of direct engagement in aquaculture by
smallholders.
Figure 1 A map showing the locations of the two study villages.
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A methodological note on our use of the concept of class is required here. In studies of rural
Bangladesh, social class is commonly identiﬁed with the ownership of land. The hiring and selling
of labour power, and surplus or deﬁcit of household production, are also used in some deﬁnitions
(Crow 1999). Most classiﬁcations are comprised of between four and six classes, which typically bear
some similarity to the following, advanced by Hartman and Boyce (1983): landless labourers, poor
peasants, middle peasants, rich peasants and landlords. However, as van Schendel (1981, 37) observes,
‘Class differences in rural Bangladesh are extremely ﬁne-shaded and it is an exercise in “social dissection” to separate one class from another’. Furthermore, as the same author notes, while ‘class analysis
on poor/middle/rich-peasant/landlord lines would be ﬁtting for predominantly agricultural
villages’, it is of lesser utility in a context where a signiﬁcant proportion of households derive an income from ‘industrial wage-labour, clerical jobs in the state bureaucracy, and urban-based business’
(p. 38). This description matches closely the situation in Medila, where many households (both landless and landed) are engaged in urban-based non-farm employment. In view of these complexities,
we adopt a simpliﬁed three-category class deﬁnition in our analysis, which takes landownership as its
foundation, labelling households simply as ‘landless’ (deﬁned as owning < 0.2 hectares of land, the
cut-off point below which households are ofﬁcially considered to be ‘functionally landless’), small
landowners (owning 0.2–1.0 hectares) and medium/large landowners (>1 hectares).
THE PANGASIUS BOOM IN BANGLADESH
Pangasius is a hardy, fast-growing ﬁsh. These characteristics make it ideal for farming under intensive
conditions. It was ﬁrst introduced to Bangladesh from Thailand in 1993 by staff of the Bangladesh Fisheries Research Institute, which is located in Mymensingh, a major city approximately 120 kilometres
north of the capital city Dhaka (Ali et al. 2013). Pangasius farming was rapidly initiated by entrepreneurial producers in Mymensingh district and, after several years of moderate expansion, underwent
rapid growth from the turn of the millennium as large numbers of producers in three sub-districts entered production. Over the past 5 years, production has spread throughout the country, with dense
clusters of pangasius farming operations established in several other northern districts (Ali et al. 2013).
Current annual production of pangasius is estimated at approximately 375,000 tonnes, based on historical trends in farm establishment rates and feed production (Figure 2). Edwards (2015) reports that
pangasius culture in Bangladesh occupied an estimated 7,400 hectares of ponds in 2010, or just 0.09 per
cent of the area under paddy cultivation nationally. That such a large volume of ﬁsh can be produced
Figure 2 Pangasius production in Bangladesh, 1994–2012. Source: Estimated from ﬁgures reported in Haque
(2009) and Mamun-Ur-Rashid et al. (2013).

© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

8 Ben Belton et al.
from a relatively small area is a reﬂection of pangasius’ extremely hardy physiology. This allows it to be
grown at much higher densities than most other ﬁsh species, having a land-sparing effect that minimizes the primary environmental footprint of the farm sector. The immediate environmental impacts
of pond construction are also moderated to some extent because land already under rice cultivation
usually offers the best location for ponds. Expansion of the area under pangasius ponds in Bangladesh
has thus resulted in little destruction of relatively pristine habitat, although the conversion of seasonally
ﬂooded rice paddies to intensively managed ponds does impact ﬁsh and other aquatic biodiversity.
Unlike the extensive cultivation of carps that preceded it, pangasius aquaculture is practised on an
entirely commercial basis, and the ﬁsh is traded widely in domestic markets throughout the country.
Production increases have been possible thanks to national economic growth and rising incomes that
have promoted higher consumer demand for ﬁsh, as well as through economic efﬁciencies achieved
by intensifying production (Touﬁque and Belton 2014). The real (inﬂation-adjusted) market value
of pangasius has fallen sharply as a result of this expansion, making it one of the three most widely
eaten species among consumers in all income brackets (Belton et al. 2014b), and it now also accounts
for the largest share of ﬁsh eaten by rural consumers (Belton et al. in press).
BOOM VILLAGES
The above account provides an undifferentiated sectoral overview of Bangladesh’s pangasius boom at
the national scale. However, as analysis in this section demonstrates, the boom has been far from
monolithic, resulting in transitions with very different characteristics in the two villages studied
(Table 1). The aim of this analysis is to describe and account for differences in transitions associated
with the domestic boom in pangasius aquaculture, in terms of patterns of social and economic differentiation, the inclusiveness of the development processes set in train and aggregate effects on the
well-being of the different classes involved. This is achieved through a focus on conditions of access
to and exclusion from land and common property resources, attention to the dynamics of the livelihood pathways of classes, households and individuals, and an examination of the inﬂuence of physical and human geography (environment and urbanization) on the form and outcomes of the boom.
Bawalia
Bawalia is located in Trishal upazila (sub-district), 23 kilometres south of Mymensingh city, and 4
kilometres west of the nearest small town. The village is linked to the main Dhaka–Mymensingh
highway by a surfaced road, constructed during the late 1990s. Before this time, communications
to the village were often cut off by heavy ﬂooding during the monsoon. Prior to the emergence
of pangasius farming, Bawalia’s agriculture was dominated by rice cultivation, with some jute produced as a secondary cash crop. Tubewell irrigation and cultivation of high-yielding rice varieties began in the mid-1980s, allowing for production of up to three rice crops per year on elevated land.
Inundated seasonal wetlands provided villagers with wild ﬁsh for home consumption during the
rainy season. Aquaculture was limited to low-intensity carp production for home consumption,
practised in a small number of homestead ponds also used for washing and bathing.
Pangasius came to Bawalia around 2002. The ﬁrst individual to farm the ﬁsh was a paddy trader
from a wealthy landowning family, who initiated culture in a single pond after being inspired by the
example of a Union Parishad Chairman3 who had established a large farm nearby. The trader was
successful in this endeavour and was able to expand the area under production every year until
2010, becoming extremely wealthy in the process. Several of the village’s other better-off farmers
also began farming pangasius soon after the establishment of his farm.
3

A leading ﬁgure in the local political administration.
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Table 1. A comparison between Bawalia and Medila
Variable
Scale of
production
Mode of production
Smallholder engagement
in pangasius farming

Bawalia
Smallholder-dominated

Large-scale intensive

Petty commodity production
High level of participation by
households from all agrarian classes

Capitalist
Non-existent:
production limited to
large landowners and
outside investors
Limited involvement of
village residents in
pangasius-related labour;
some engagement in
service provision;
inﬂows of ﬁsh farm
labour from surrounding
areas and more remote
parts of the district
Widespread exclusion
from land access,
for both
small and larger
landowners

Employment

Signiﬁcant employment created
in provision of aquaculture-related
labour and services

Access to land

Some sharecroppers excluded
from land formerly worked
following conversion to ponds;
negative effects largely offset by
emergence of rental market
for land used in aquaculture
Greater economic mobility;
emergence of new classes of
producer

Class differentiation

Medila

Limited upward
class mobility;
tendency towards
formation of
classes of (non-farm)
labour

Aquaculture in the village underwent a very rapid period of growth from 2005 to 2007, as large
numbers of smaller landowners also began to convert rice paddy into pangasius ponds. A brief hiatus
in the expansion occurred during 2008, when the spike in global food prices temporarily caused consumers to reduce ﬁsh consumption in order to purchase rice. The resultant drop in demand caused
the nominal price of pangasius to fall by approximately half (Figure 3). Many poorly capitalized
households temporarily withdrew from pangasius farming at this time, while those who amassed substantial debt leased out or, in a few cases, sold ponds to better-off farmers able to weather the price
slump.
Expansion of the area under pangasius picked up rapidly from 2009, as prices returned to
pre-crisis levels, and many more households with small landholdings constructed ponds. This
pattern of smallholder-led expansion continued up to the time of the study in 2012, and operation of many of the ponds leased out in 2008 reverted back to their owners, reversing the tendency towards concentration that had taken place during the food crisis. At the time the survey
took place, 53 per cent of land in the village was utilized for ponds, with 36 per cent remaining
under rice cultivation.
© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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Figure 3 Farmer-recalled nominal farm-gate prices of pangasius in Bawalia from 2000 to 2012. Source: Own
data. Note: The grey error range represents uncertainty around ﬁgures recalled during interviews.

Pangasius aquaculture in Bawalia can be characterized as smallholder-dominated intensive production. Average yields are high, at close to 40 t/ha (around 20 times higher than the ‘unimproved’
carp aquaculture that previously existed in the village).4 Fixed and operating costs are substantial, at
around US$2,000 and US$26,000 per hectare respectively, on average.5 Despite these costs, two
thirds of all households in Bawalia farm pangasius, including 49 per cent of functionally landless
households, more than 80 per cent of small landowners, and 100 per cent of medium/large landowners. The average area of ponds operated is 0.3 hectares. Land-poor households participate by
leasing in land (operating, on average, an area of ponds almost three times greater than they own),
and 21 per cent of all the village’s land is leased out for pangasius aquaculture. Forty-six per cent
of all employment in Bawalia is linked to pangasius farming. Of this, one half is self-employment
by producers, and the other half is in related on- and off-farm labour and services. Other than farming, the single largest category of work associated with the pangasius boom in Bawalia is manual
earth-cutting labour for pond construction and repair, which accounts for 38 per cent of nonfarming aquaculture jobs.
Medila
The village of Medila is located 6 kilometres east of the town of Bhaluka, the administrative centre of
Bhaluka upazila, which lies 80 kilometres north of Dhaka on the main Dhaka–Mymensingh highway. Several garments factories are located just to the south of Bhaluka town, which has been connected to Medila by a surfaced road since the early 1990s. Medila is bounded to the east by a large
permanent wetland (haor) and contains 14 beel (low-lying areas that once ﬂooded for several months
during the monsoon and were used for irrigated rice cultivation during dry season). Houses are located on higher ground between the beels. In the past, these wetlands supported a highly productive
subsistence capture ﬁshery during the monsoon, but catches have declined gradually since the construction of ﬂood control sluices upstream, built around 25 years ago to facilitate double cropping of
rice. Declining catches of wild ﬁsh have been hastened by pollution from nearby garments factories
and the recent enclosure of beels to facilitate ﬁsh culture.
4

These yields remain much lower than those achieved for pangasius in Vietnam, which range from 240 t/ha to
360 t/ha (Anh et al. 2010).
5
Fixed costs as calculated here relate primarily to pond construction. The cost of purchasing land is not considered.
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Fish farming in beels began during the mid-1990s, when a group of 95 individuals owning land in
the village’s largest beel began to stock carp during the rainy season. In 1996, a smaller group of landowners leased in the beel and intensiﬁed ﬁsh production to produce a marketable surplus. Collectively managed seasonal carp culture was initiated in a number of other beels in the village at this
time, with landowners continuing to produce paddy during the dry season. In 2005, a ﬁsh feed
manufacturing company leased in one of these beels and began to farm pangasius year-round. All
but two of the village’s beels were subsequently brought under year-round pangasius culture, which
yielded higher returns than carp production. Pangasius beels are usually managed by a single operator; in most cases a wealthy, politically active businessperson from outside the village. Approximately
18 beels, or subdivided portions thereof, were farmed in this way at the time of the study.
Unlike in Bawalia, few Medila residents have been able to adopt pangasius farming. Medila’s
hydro-geography (a deep water table, and severe ﬂooding during the rainy season) makes it difﬁcult
raise ﬁsh in ponds year-round as they do not retain sufﬁcient water during dry season, and are easily
submerged during the monsoon. The conversion of entire beels via their enclosure by dykes several
metres tall is thus the only means by which year-round production of ﬁsh is possible. As beels in the
village range from 1 to 35 hectares in size, the high costs involved in their enclosure and subsequent
operation preclude smallholder involvement, resulting in a concentrated pattern of access to land for
aquaculture (almost the inverse of that in Bawalia), with only 4 per cent of village residents practising
any form of ﬁsh production despite 28 per cent of households leasing out beel land for use in aquaculture. As a result, all the largest beels in the village are operated by outside investors, and the limited
numbers of villagers who have entered aquaculture mainly operate seasonal nursery ponds that supply ﬁngerlings to beel operators, and have lower investment costs than grow-out farming. All but
two of the 14 beels in the village are currently used for pangasius culture, accounting for approximately 20 per cent of the village’s land. Eleven per cent of all employment in Medila is associated
with aquaculture; 2 per cent for farm operators, and 9 per cent in the provision of labour and support
services. Aquaculture-related labour accounts for a relatively low share of employment among
Medila’s inhabitants, because some manual tasks (e.g. earth cutting) are partially mechanized, and others
(e.g. permanent farm labour) are performed mainly by workers originating from outside the village.
DIVERGENT TRANSITIONS
The extent of land-use change resulting from the boom in the two villages is illustrated in Figure 4.
These changes in the physical environment have been accompanied by equally signiﬁcant transformation of social landscapes. The conversion of paddy land to ﬁsh ponds in Bawalia and Medila reduced non-market access to, and/or production of, resources critical to survival for a substantial
portion of both villages’ populations, including wild ﬁsh, paddy, fodder (paddy straw and rice bran),
fuel, livestock and land. Increasing dependence upon the market for provisioning these items, and on
selling labour power in order to do so, thus resulted in deepening commodity relations.
Despite underlying similarities in processes of commodiﬁcation occurring in both villages, the ultimate consequences of these transitions differed markedly in each. Eighty-seven per cent of households
in Bawalia practised agriculture and/or aquaculture at the time of the survey, as compared to just 57 per
cent in Medila. The reverse pattern was apparent for non-farm occupations, which – excluding
migrant labour - accounted for 14 per cent and 36 per cent of employment in the former and latter
villages, respectively. Overseas migration was a common livelihood strategy in Medila (but not
Bawalia), with 32 per cent of households receiving international remittances in the former. Members
of signiﬁcant numbers of Medila households also held government jobs outside the village.
De-agrarianization is thus well advanced in Medila, with former paddy cultivators increasingly integrated into the non-farm economy at local, national and global scales through off-farm work and
© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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Figure 4 (a) Pre-pangasius land use, Bawalia. (b) Current land use, Bawalia. (c) Pre-pangasius land use, Medila.
(d) Current land use, Medila. Source: Base maps from Google Maps. Overlaid data from own survey of pangasius
farmers. Notes 1. The ponds in Bawalia shown in (a) were used only for household purposes, not pangasius cultivation. 2. In both villages, only the main road is surfaced.

migration. Although pangasius farming has displaced agrarian livelihoods and hastened the commodiﬁcation of labour power in the village, it is the not the only, nor even primary, driver of this trend; the
‘pull’ of relatively well remunerated non-farm opportunities providing a powerful inducement to
abandon agrarian activity. In contrast, in Bawalia the pangasius boom led to a broad-based process
of agrarian commercialization, transforming the majority of peasant households into petty commodity
producing cultivator/employers. This process of differentiation was ampliﬁed because some households entering aquaculture generated surpluses sufﬁcient to reinvest in expanded or diversiﬁed operations, while others confronted increasing pressures brought about by ﬁnancial losses and indebtedness.
The patterns of upward and downward mobility resulting from these processes are visualized in
Figure 5, which depicts the main livelihood pathways taken by households belonging to the landless,
© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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Figure 5 Evolving livelihood pathways. Notes 1. The thickness of an arrow represents the prevalence of a particular livelihood pathway in a village. 2. The splitting of an arrow largely coincides with the timeline of the boom,
showing that in Bawalia the large landowners started pangasius ﬁrst, followed by small landowners and landless
households. 3. The light blue arrow connecting small pangasius farmers and large pangasius farmers with leasing
out land indicates an ongoing exchange between these livelihood pathways; for example, landowners who had
withdrawn from pangasius production until enough resources could be amassed to re-enter at a later date.

small landowner and medium/large landowner classes in Bawalia and Medila over the duration of
the pangasius boom. The marked contrast between the two illustrates the diversity of meso- and
micro- scale outcomes in which booms may result, the importance of local context and conditions
in inﬂuencing these outcomes, and the unpredictability of agrarian transitions in general, as similarly
observed by De Koninck et al. (2012) and Rigg and Vandergeest (2012). Conceptualizing change in
this way offers a comparative picture of the boom, as played out at village and sub-village level. The
following subsections provide further analysis of the livelihood pathways and associated patterns of
differentiation illustrated in the diagram.
Differentiation through Exclusion
Two distinct but closely interrelated exclusionary mechanisms, one market-based, the other extraeconomic, resulted in patterns of livelihood change and class differentiation in both villages (cf. Hall
© 2016 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
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et al. 2011). The rapid and widespread conversion of paddy land to aquaculture was accompanied by
an equally rapid shift from sharecropping arrangements (under which the landowner received a ﬁxed
fraction of the harvested crop) to cash leases, the value of which is mediated through the market. This
reduced access to land for paddy cultivation by small landowners and the landless, resulting in, or
deepening, their transformation into ‘classes of labour’ – workers who, although not necessarily dispossessed of all their means of reproduction, do not ‘possess sufﬁcient means to reproduce themselves’
(Bernstein 2010, 111; emphasis in original).
Directly cultivated (i.e. non-sharecropped) paddy land was also widely leased out for use in aquaculture. In Bawalia, many households that lost access to sharecropped land were able to lease in land
for conversion to ponds instead. As a result, almost half of functionally landless households were able
to engage in pangasius farming, operating, on average, an area of ponds approximately three times
greater than the area of land that they owned. In contrast, medium/large landowners operated an
average area of ponds less than half the size of the land they owned, resulting in a considerably lower
Gini coefﬁcient for land leased in for aquaculture (0.31) than for land owned (0.54).6 Although it is
not possible to know whether this distribution is more or less equitable than that which prevailed in
Bawalia when sharecropping was more widespread, it is clear that the pangasius boom did not result
in access to land in the village becoming highly concentrated. This was not the case in Medila where,
as noted above, very few residents engaged directly in ﬁsh culture because of the high costs of production in beels, and more than a quarter of households leased out agricultural land to the operators
of a small number of large pangasius farms.
Rents derived from leasing out beel land for pangasius farming in Medila compared favourably to
returns from sharecropping or directly cultivating an equivalent area of paddy. (At the time of the
survey, owners of beel land obtained rental incomes from pangasius farm operators worth approximately double the net value of the paddy that they might otherwise produce.) Nevertheless, small
landowners unable to continue paddy cultivation when their beel land was leased out reported feeling vulnerable to future increases in the price of rice, and were as such often unwilling to relinquish
their ability to produce it, reﬂecting the persistence of a strong ‘subsistence ethic’ (Scott 1976). In
contrast, larger landowners able to lease out some beel land while continuing paddy cultivation elsewhere were able to increase their incomes as well as remaining protected from future food price hikes
or, alternatively, received large enough rental (or other) incomes to remain food secure even in the
event of massive food price increases.
As a result, the collective decision to lease out an entire beel for aquaculture was usually driven (and
brokered) by powerful families owning large areas of the land within it. Small landowners thus often had
little practical alternative but to acquiesce in the choices made by the families controlling larger shares of
beel land, irrespective of their actual preferences. Although informants did not report the use or threat of
violence to compel smaller landowners to lease out land, a level of implicit coercion was apparent, since
in practice it would have proven impossible for small and medium landowners wishing to resist the conversion of their land to retain control over individual plots in a permanently inundated beel.
These same factors make it very difﬁcult for a household owning land in a beel used for pangasius
farming to regain complete control over it once the lease expires, should larger landowners wish to
re-lease to a ﬁsh farm operator. This problem is compounded because intensive ﬁsh culture turns beel
bottom soil hypertrophic, leaving it unsuitable for rice cultivation for several seasons. This makes the
decision to place a beel under pangasius culture, in essence, semi-permanent.
Similar, though less widespread, processes were also reported in Bawalia, in an area adjoining a
large farm located in a neighbouring village, and operated by a Member of Parliament (MP). Small
6

The Gini coefﬁcient is a widely used measure of inequality. A Gini coefﬁcient of 0 represents perfect equality,
while a coefﬁcient of 1 indicates perfect inequality.
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individual plots of land leased out to the MP had been combined into larger ponds, leaving plot
owners unable to regain control of their land once their lease agreements expired. Having failed
to retake possession of their plots, these households were forced to accept renewed leases with rents
at around 40 per cent below prevailing market rates.
In sum, exclusion from non-market access to land (and water) and the resources derived from them
(paddy, fodder, wild ﬁsh etc.) occurred through market mechanisms (rising land values and associated
changes in tenure relations) that were reinforced – particularly in Medila – by closely related forms of
coercion (cf. Hall et al. 2011). These processes of actual and de facto dispossession resulted, to varying
degrees, in the transformation of former producers into classes of labour.
Differentiation among Producers
Households taking up pangasius farming underwent a further process of internal differentiation. This
was particularly evident in Bawalia, where a number of entrants into aquaculture, usually among the
most poorly capitalized, lost signiﬁcant sums of money on their investments, particularly during the
temporary price crash in 2008. In some cases this resulted in land being sold to cover debts, but the
more frequent response was to lease out ponds and withdraw from production until enough resources could be amassed to begin again. Upwardly mobile livelihood pathways were more common, however, with informants using the evocative English language term, ‘zero to hero’ as a
descriptor for signiﬁcant numbers of landless labourers who, having assembled sufﬁcient funds to begin farming pangasius, subsequently accumulated enough capital to signiﬁcantly expand the area of
their operations and, in some cases, purchase land for ponds and/or machinery for producing feed.
The ability of the landless to mobilize the capital needed to enter pangasius farming often reﬂected
the quirks of household demographics, with low dependency ratios and high male to female ratios
favouring the possibility of saving start-up capital from a variety of farm, off-farm and non-farm
sources, including day labour related to aquaculture. Family networks also played an important role
in the mobilization of interest free loans. The material characteristics of the system of aquaculture
practised in Bawalia also allowed producers considerable ﬂexibility in adjusting levels of investment
and exposure to risk by modifying stocking, feeding and harvesting strategies and lengthening or
shortening grow-out cycles depending on their ﬁnancial capacity and market conditions.
Households achieved expanded reproduction not only via the reinvestment of proﬁts in increasing the area under culture, but through investments aimed at improving the efﬁciency of production,
and diversiﬁcation into new enterprises. Feed accounts for by far the largest share of pangasius farm
operating costs, at approximately 80 per cent in both villages. Twenty-three farms in Bawalia
established basic mills, facilitating the production of pelleted feed on-farm more cheaply than commercially available manufactured feeds. Further cost reductions were gained by renting out the use of
feed-making machinery and labour to other farmers.
A dozen of the village’s largest farmers also purchased feed ingredients in bulk from distant wholesale markets at reduced rates, and ﬁve feed mill operators established shops in a nearby marketplace
from which to trade feed ingredients. Together, this group of producers (including some who entered aquaculture from a very limited resource base), comprised a new emergent class of capitalist
farmer that did not exist in the village just 10 years earlier. The tendency of rural households in Bangladesh to pursue ‘two-legged strateg[ies] of increased agricultural production and diversiﬁcation into
business enterprise’ in order ‘to consolidate and improve their position’ has also been observed by
White (1992, 55).
Despite the existence of deﬁnite economies and advantages of scale in production, signiﬁcant farm
consolidation did not occur in Bawalia. This appears to be attributable to the ﬂexible nature of the
production technology which, as described above, allows producers considerable scope to adjust
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their investments and exposure to risk in light of ﬁnancial capacity and prevailing market conditions.
Other cost-cutting strategies included withdrawing from production entirely, or reducing it to an
absolute minimum for indeﬁnite periods of time when market conditions were unfavourable and,
perhaps (although this could not be determined for certain), increasing levels of self-exploitation.
These options were not available to capitalist producers in Medila, who were driven by a different
set of economic imperatives to strive for ‘increasing labour productivity at lower cost’ (Wood
2009, 41). This was realized through the labour-saving use of mechanical earthmovers for pond construction and purchase of factory-manufactured feeds, neither of which was adopted in Bawalia.
Internal differentiation among aquaculture producers in Medila was far less pronounced than in
Bawalia as, with the exception of nurseries, most pangasius farms, including all of the largest operations, were controlled by wealthy capitalist investors originating from outside the village. Often
members of local political administrations, these individuals possessed portfolios of business interests
spanning ﬁsh farms in other parts of the district, large feed mills, transport businesses, brickﬁelds, construction and land speculation. Aquaculture thus resulted in little, if any, upward class mobility in
Medila, but supported expanded accumulation among a small existing capitalist class with close links
to the state. The only exception to this tendency was for a small number of nursery operators, supplying ﬁngerlings to these larger farms, at least one of whom accumulated enough capital by doing so
to begin large-scale pangasius grow-out in another village.
Landless Livelihoods
A large share of landless households in both villages was unable to engage in agriculture or aquaculture of any kind either before or after the onset of the pangasius boom. This section considers the
effects of the transitions that accompanied the boom on this group, and on those village residents
transformed into ‘classes of labour’ by the various processes of differentiation that the boom
unleashed.
In both villages, aquaculture generated a higher intensity of on-farm wage employment (measured in terms of person–days of hired labour employed per hectare, per month, averaged across a
12-month period), than agriculture. Pangasius farming utilized approximately 17 person–days of
farm labour per hectare per month in both Bawalia and Medila, as opposed to approximately 10
and 8 days per hectare per month, respectively, for agricultural labour. This reﬂects the relatively
constant nature of demand for labour in pangasius aquaculture, which is practised for 11 months
per year on average, as compared to the more seasonal nature of demand for labour in paddy
cultivation.
Informants in Bawalia reported that increasing demand for labour since the take-off of pangasius
farming had resulted in higher wages. This was reﬂected in an average daily wage of US$3.25 earned
for labour related to aquaculture (e.g. pond construction, stocking and harvesting ﬁsh, feed production), as opposed to US$2.51 for labour related to agriculture (planting, harvesting, weeding, pesticide application etc.). Aquaculture-related work also paid somewhat better than local non-farm
wage work, which was remunerated at US$2.89 per day on average. The working day for employment related to aquaculture was also usually 2 hours shorter than in agriculture, representing a further
advantage. Landless men in Bawalia who had always worked as day labourers therefore generally
considered themselves to be better off since the advent of aquaculture, and preferred performing
aquaculture-related work to agricultural labour.
A different pattern was evident in Medila, located close to an urban centre offering a range of
non-farm employment opportunities. Lower absolute demand for aquaculture-related employment
in Medila than in Bawalia, due to the smaller area under culture in the former, meant that there was
little difference in average wage rates for aquaculture and agriculture (US$2.70 and US$2.75 per day,
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respectively), while non-farm casual labour paid somewhat higher (US$3.10 per day). The availability of non-farm employment opportunities, which had increased over time, led one informant to comment that ‘[In] Medila villagers are not interested to work in aquaculture’. As a
result, aquaculture-related work, such as earth cutting and permanent ﬁsh farm labour, was performed mainly by workers originating from outside the village. Temporary workers (e.g. those
employed for earth cutting and ﬁsh harvesting) originated primarily from neighbouring villages
located further from Bhaluka town, and with more limited aquaculture development than
Medila, while most permanent ﬁsh farm workers originated from a relatively remote sub-district
of northern Mymensingh with fewer employment opportunities.
It was not possible to determine how wage employment in aquaculture-related or non-farm
work compared in terms of income and livelihood security/vulnerability to sharecropping or paddy
cultivation practised on a small-scale (and such binary distinctions may be unrealistic anyway, given
the necessity for many landless and small landowning households to pursue multiple livelihood
activities). This makes the welfare effects of the commodiﬁcation of labour resulting from displacement by pangasius farming difﬁcult to unpack.
Nevertheless, in both villages, informants stated strong preferences for cultivation over any form
of wage labour. This response is likely to reﬂect, in part, the low ‘social prestige’ associated with
labouring relative to sharecropping or farming one’s own land (Arens and van Beurden 1977,
106). However, the observation by an informant from Medila that ‘Young people now no longer
want to work in agriculture, but older people want to continue’ suggests that such preferences
may be generational, and are perhaps dependent on whether or not exit from agriculture is voluntary. This statement also suggests, in support of Rigg (2007), that preferences for agrarian livelihoods
may be partly contingent upon a lack of viable non-farm opportunities, and that the emergence of
the latter results in changing expectations, meaning that not all decisions to exit agriculture are inevitably negative.
CONCLUSION
Over the past decade, a growing literature has identiﬁed crop booms as a pervasive feature of Asian
rural landscapes, distinguished from other forms of agrarian transition primarily by the speed and profundity of the transformations in which they result. To date, this body of work has focused almost
exclusively on commodities produced for export. This paper has identiﬁed crop booms driven by
domestic demand, exempliﬁed here in a case study of pangasius aquaculture in Bangladesh, and supported by a review of domestic crop booms elsewhere, as a widespread but seldom recognized phenomenon. The ‘export bias’ apparent in work on boom crops is also prevalent in scholarly analyses of
aquaculture. These overwhelmingly equate social and ecological transformations associated with the
so-called ‘blue revolution’ with Southern production of export crops, most notably shrimp, for consumption in Northern markets (e.g. Islam 2014).
More broadly, there is a general tendency in Northern-dominated academic disciplines (and
Northern sources of research funding), to address particular aspects of globalization and trade that reﬂect Northern interests, and the visibility of particular commodities in Northern markets. This tendency leads Rigg (2007, 5) to note that ‘global geographies are essentially geographies of the “core”’.
In relation to studies of boom crops, research often coincides with activist concerns about the social
and environmental conditions of production of commodities consumed in Northern markets, and
the standards that increasingly regulate them.7
7
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That domestic crop booms have not yet received substantial recognition may also reﬂect the speed
with which food system transformation is occurring throughout the global South, representing a
‘quiet revolution’; the extent and depth of which is often overlooked, even within the countries
where it is already in full swing (Reardon et al. 2012). However, as this paper seeks to demonstrate,
agrarian transitions associated with production of ﬁsh and other boom crops for Southern domestic
markets may be no less dramatic in nature than those resulting from the production of more visible
export crops – and may, in fact, be considerably more important.
Bangladesh’s domestic pangasius boom shares many of the features of export-led and domestic
crop booms elsewhere in the world. In both villages studied, the growth of pangasius aquaculture
occurred in response to market opportunities presented by rising incomes and urbanization, was
predicated on medium- and long-term investments with relatively high capital costs, and resulted
in rising land values. Though occurring in ‘non-frontier’ areas, resultant transitions intensiﬁed the
ambiguity of land relations and led to varied patterns of dispossession and differentiation. Direct state
intervention, the role of private companies and inward labour migration were somewhat limited, although the latter two were both evident in Medila, and the involvement of state actors occurred
mainly through personal investments in aquaculture enterprises and the informal exercise of political
power in support of this. Bawalia, in particular, experienced a boom mainly ‘from below’, involving
large numbers of smallholders already ‘in situ’ from its outset. That a major ‘bust’ has yet to occur,
despite a temporary hiatus in 2008, perhaps reﬂects the relatively steady trajectory of output growth,
and the highly adaptable nature of a production technology.
Although often homogeneous when viewed from a global, regional or national perspective, the
dynamics and outcomes of crop booms as experienced at the sub-national, community or household
level, and even among members of the same family, can be extremely diverse, with sharply contrasting patterns of change possible at all scales, despite similar underlying drivers of change. The cases
presented here document the varied nature of transitions associated with a single commercial crop
produced using similar technologies for an undifferentiated domestic market, occurring in two villages scarcely half an hour distant from one another by road. In one village (Medila), this resulted
in the emergence of capitalist aquaculture and the effective displacement of small and medium landowners, accelerating ongoing processes of de-agrarianization through the formation of classes of labour. In the other village (Bawalia), despite almost identical processes of commodiﬁcation taking
place, the outcome was the emergence of a broad-based class of petty commodity producers, and
a far more inclusive pattern of agrarian development. That such divergent trajectories occurred in
the two villages despite their many similarities underlines the signiﬁcance that apparently small variations in initial conditions (in this case, differences in hydro-geography that necessitated the enclosure of large natural waterbodies in Medila and facilitated production in small ponds in Bawalia) can
ultimately have.
Our analysis of livelihood pathways of groups within the two villages also shows that the erosion
of reproduction, and the social and economic differentiation in which it results, does not inevitably
leave those affected worse off. In Medila, the availability of viable non-farm employment, both local
and migrant, was a crucial element in dampening the more serious negative effects in which the transition might have resulted, for at least some those affected. In Bawalia, the emergence of petty commodity production, though displaying some tendencies towards intra-producer differentiation, most
clearly discerned in the ‘zero-to-hero’ livelihood pathways of some formerly landless labourers, did
not lead to widespread processes of concentration and polarization. In both villages, but particularly
Bawalia, employment and production linkages associated with the pangasius boom also beneﬁted the
many households already unable to undertake paddy cultivation before the onset of aquaculture, via
the creation of self- and wage-employment opportunities with terms favourable to those found in
agriculture.
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Attention to the dynamics of livelihood pathways, as visualized in Figure 5, therefore suggests a
partial disconnect between class differentiation and livelihood outcomes under boom conditions.
While class structure moderates the agency that households have in making decisions about their
livelihoods, it does not dictate how those livelihood decisions play out in practice. Analysing class
mobility in terms of livelihood pathways makes it possible to address calls for more ﬁnely grained insights into the remaking of rural societies under crop boom conditions (e.g. De Koninck et al. 2012),
in terms of which households engage in, cope with, or are excluded from booms, and how; something that would be impossible at higher levels of social aggregation.
Such a scaled approach to understanding agrarian change may also be well suited to comparative
analysis of crop booms across countries. The characteristics and effects of export-led booms and those
driven by domestic demand may also present fruitful grounds for comparison. Such analysis would be
particularly prescient in the case of the crop at the centre of this paper, pangasius, which has undergone booms of even greater velocity and magnitude elsewhere in Asia, including one of domestic
origin in Andhra Pradesh, India (Padiyar et al. 2014), as well as the better-documented export-led
boom in Vietnam (Belton et al. 2011a; Bush and Belton 2012).
More pressing still is the likelihood of a wide variety of other unacknowledged domestic booms in
the production of non-staple crops grown primarily for consumption in urban domestic markets in
the South, including ﬁsh, fruits and vegetables, and perhaps extending to poultry, livestock and
industrial crops. Their existence is both highly probable and worthy of far greater exploration, given
that non-staple foods now account for between two thirds and three quarters of food expenditure in
Asia, and that their supply chains are undergoing rapid and profound transformation throughout the
region (Reardon et al. 2014). Our characterization of pangasius in Bangladesh as a domestic boom
crop therefore contributes to a wider and more nuanced understanding of the ‘neglected’ 90 per cent
of aquaculture that is not for export, and opens the door to far broader understandings of the new
dynamics of agrarian change in South and South-East Asia, and beyond.
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