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Geography, Agriculture, and
Structural Transformation in
South Asia: A Descriptive
Analysis of Agricultural Value
Added (% of GDP), 2010-2025

Abstract

Over the years, agriculture has been the mainstay of economies and rural
livelihoods in South Asia, but as countries turn to industry and services, its
contribution to gross domestic product has steadily decreased. Using the
countries of India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan,
Maldives, and Afghanistan as reference points, the study uses value added in
agriculture, forestry and fishing, percentage of GDP from 2010-2025 to
show the impact on changes (World Bank, 2025a). The analysis is based
solely on open-source data, specifically the NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS indicator
from the World Bank, which is compiled from national accounts, statistical
offices, and central banks. This analysis indicates that the regional average
has hovered around 15.7% in recent years, with higher levels observed a
decade earlier, although this has displayed considerable variation (Trading
Economics, 2024; World Bank, 2025b).

The essence of the paper is that it sorts countries by geography. Rugged
highland and landlocked countries like Nepal and Afghanistan still maintain
larger shares devoted to agriculture. This is because they grapple with
transport problems of being landlocked, and climatic problems of being
highland. On the other hand, the large Indo-Gangetic plains in India and
Pakistan allow the two countries to diversify faster using irrigation and
markets. Furthermore, coastal or island countries such as Bangladesh and Sri
Lanka mix in farming with garments tourism or remittances (Asian
Development Bank, 2025). Basic tools, namely trend line, average, standard
deviation and ranking, reveal patterns that show plains economy shedding
agrarian dependence faster than others (Jha & Afrin, 2018).

The uneven nature of these paths is reminiscent of old debates on structural
transformation whereby it is argued that labour flows from low productivity
farms to dynamic sectors to promote growth. However, South Asia’s pace of
transformation appears to be far slower than that of East Asia. This has been
attributed to traps based on type of terrain combined with a slow pace of
industrialisation (Gollin et al. 2014). Policymakers can benefit by boosting
agro-processing, rural jobs and resilient value chains to tap the demographic
bulge The work aims to prioritize replicable and transparent data. It fills a
gap left by recent region-wide snapshots and establishes a baseline for deeper
sustainable rural future research.
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1. Introduction

For centuries, agriculture has been the economy of South
Asia, providing millions with their livelihoods and jobs.
However, agricultural practices like any other facet of life
are getting modernized thus making the soil fit for
urbanization. As economies evolve and undergo
transformation, the share of the sector in gross domestic
product (GDP) reveals stories of transformation across the
region. In 2010, the combined contribution of agriculture,
forestry and fishing in South Asia was approximately
17.8% of GDP; it was projected to fall to approximately
15.2% by 2025 (World Bank, 2025a; Trading Economics,
2024). This gradual erosion also highlights a
phenomenon that reflects a structure shift where industry
and services dominate, while rural economies still suffer
from vulnerability. Especially in landlocked cases or
mountainous areas.

Over 1.9 billion people in South Asia reside in 8 countries,
ie., India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal,
Bhutan, Maldives, and Afghanistan. All these countries
have different geographical realities and commercial
connections. Narain’s estimate of the average agricultural
GDP share for the Himalayas region is at 24.50 of total
GDP. Neap is used for the estimation of Nepal’s
agricultural GDP share. The latest date used is 2015 data.
Please note that Nepal is also an LDC country and the
agricultural economy can be diversified. In contrast, in
Maldives, farming doesn’t receive much attention due to
its coral atolls and tourism, making up just 2.8% (The
Global Economy, n.d.). Not only are they stark figures;
they reveal how geography, weather and policy come
together to create economic losers (Asian Development
Bank, 2025).

The analysis is relevant in present time. By 2026, climate
change, supply chain issues and geopolitical tensions will
negatively affect the South Asian economies. Agriculture
will become both a saviour and a liability for the
countries. The Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation of India gave an advanced estimate of
growth in the agricultural gross value added (GVA) of
10.4% in 2024 — 25, while its GDP share is around 14.5%.
This shows diversification although the level is still rising
(Press Information Bureau, 2025a). As per the World
Bank’s South Asia Development Update, growth in
agriculture, estimated at 2.5-3%, will not be sufficient
enough to stop the declination of share. This is because
the overall growth in GDP will be much faster (World
Bank, 2025c). Which countries are breaking free from
their reliance on agriculture and growing faster?
Geographical factors leading people to depend on others
How can trade help to solve this — via exports, processing,
or through agribusiness?

Through undertaken a systematic exercise, this
descriptive study will chart out the agricultural value
added as percentage of GDP for the eight countries from
the year 2010 to 2025. The method draws only on open
and verifiable secondary sources, such as the
NV.AGR.TOTL. ZS indicator of the World Bank and
national advance estimates, and actively avoids
proprietary sources, so as to ensure replicability (World
Bank, 2025a). The period encompasses the global
financial crisis and recent climate events, which provides
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a strong insight into resilience and offers recovery of two
decades.

Research in past literature has shown that for developing
areas structural transformation is vital for the reallocation
of labour. The low-productivity agriculture sector has
labour people to higher-yield sectors. This is what has
been South Asia’s aim. But authors state that it has not
been successful with the same. During the same phases,
East Asia recorded drops of 2% in agricultural GDP share
annually while South Asia saw a drop of just 0.8% (Gollin
et al., 2014). Highland economies, for example Nepal and
Afghanistan, present agricultural traps where terrain
limits scale and diversification (World Bank 2025¢). More
recently, coastal Bangladesh has cut its share from 14.2%
to 10.7% driven by garment exports and remittances
(Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2024). Researchers not
particular involving themselves in the scientific study of
different species follow other than taxonomic studies,
such as those on organisms, ecosystems, and even
landscapes.

In light of South Asia’s geographical diversity. The Indo-
Gangetic plains are in India and Pakistan where
agricultural crops are grown intensively. Following the
liberalization of trade and investment after 2000, island
states like Sri Lanka are increasingly edging towards the
services sector. This sectoral switch was primarily the
result of a steady decline from 9.5% to 6.2% (Central
Bank of Sri Lanka, 2025). The relatively high variability
we see in the calculated differences requires country-level
comparisons to inform policy. Climate-related risks
particularly floods in Bangladesh and droughts in
Afghanistan are becoming more important in the context
of what threatens productivity. (Asian Development
Bank, 2025)

The objective of the paper is threefold. To record the
trends over time and differences between countries using
descriptive statistics. To classify patterns by a
geographical typology. To discuss implications for
sectoral strategies, such as agro-processing and exports.
The methodology that the author employs is the use of
secondary data which has been processed transparently as
all series are available for verification. The investigation
complies with replicability standards in commerce
research by focusing on accessible open data.

In conclusion, the declining footprint of agriculture within
the GDP is a critical consideration for policymakers
desiring to harness the demographic dividend of South
Asia. As the shares size up, opportunities arise in high
value agriculture and rural non-farm jobs, provided one
can navigate geographical constraints smartly. The
following sections unpack these insights, which are
backed up by reliable evidence.

2. Literature Review

Agriculture and Evolution of Sectors.

Since decades, the relationship between agriculture and
economic development is a central issue in development
economics. The phenomena where with expansion in
national economies the relative size of agriculture’s gross
domestic product declines and the shares of
manufacturing and services rise, is widely accepted. This
change is interpreted as structural change and not as an
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overall decline in agriculture. This indicates that factors
such as the quality of institutions, transport infrastructure,
geography and the mobility of labour matter for the
transition out of agriculture. South Asia’s transition out of
agriculture is slow and uneven relative to the experience
of many East and South-East Asian economies (Jha &
Afrin, 2018; Vos, 2018).

Academic literature on Asian development has shown that
agriculture will remain critical in the early and middle
stages of transformation because it sustains food security,
employment, rural income and domestic demand. The
Asian Development Bank states that agriculture continues
important in developing Asia even where its share in GDP
is declining because rural populations are still large and
the shift of labour out of farming tends to happen
gradually rather than in a sudden manner. This
observation is pertinent to South Asia where the decline
in the share of agriculture in GDP has not always been
matched by a decline in the dependence on livelihood in
agriculture.

A Comparative Analysis of South Asia

The countries of South Asia have a lot in common. They
are historically and developmentally similar. However, in
terms of geographies, demographics, and economics —
they are very different. This makes South Asia a country
with lots of comparative possibilities. The publicly
available data suggests that the agriculture, forestry and
fishing sector accounts for a meaningful share of GDP in
the region, but to a varying extent by country. Studies
focusing on South Asia find this variation reflects
different pathways of transformation. India and
Bangladesh have shifted more overtly to industrial and
service-led growth while nations such as Nepal and
Afghanistan still show a more robust dependence on
agriculture because of terrain constraints, weak industrial
bases and narrow employment options (Ansari & Khan,
2018).

Jha and Afrin’s study of structural transformation in South
Asia is significant because it traces long-run sectoral
shifts across Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka
and shows that services have expanded more smoothly
than manufacturing. These findings confirm that the
region has, in a non-uniform way, not followed a classic
industrialization path. Some countries seem to have
transitioned from agriculture to the service industry
without a strong enough manufacturing sector. This
pattern is important as it leads to a change in the
interpretation of the fall in agriculture’s GDP share. A
decline in the agricultural share may signal advance;
nevertheless, it may also hide weak productive
diversification if there is a narrow or uneven growth.

Two crops are sown in kharif season

According to literature, generally, geography strongly
mediates the pace and character of agricultural
transformation. Highland and landlocked economies
often suffer from persistent disadvantages of transport
connectivity, market integration, and technological
diffusion. These constraints are most visible in Nepal and
Afghanistan in South Asia as tough terrain raises
transaction costs and limits the delivery of large-scale
infrastructure and commercialization. Conversely, large
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alluvial plain countries such as India and Pakistan have
continuously expanded irrigation, intensified cropping
and adopted more market-oriented farming in these very
areas.

Coastal and island economies, in contrast, show a
different pattern altogether. Economies of Bangladesh and
Sri Lanka are mixed i.e. agriculture is combined with
growing trade and service sectors. On the other hand, the
economy of Maldives is highly service-oriented with only
a very small contribution of agriculture to GDP. The
above differences indicate that agricultural value added
share of GDP is not just an economic ratio but also a
reflection of physical geography, connectivity, climate
risk exposure, and domestic market structure. The
literature, therefore, shows that country comparisons in
South Asia must not be seen as mere statistical exercises.
A geographical view is essential to comprehend them as
well.

Results attained through cultivation

Another significant line of literature focuses on whether
agriculture continues to matter for growth and poverty
reduction given economic diversification. Research on
developing countries often shows that agriculture can
remain a strong driver of inclusive development because
income gains in agriculture have strong linkages with
rural employment, consumption, and food systems.
Productivity growth in agriculture often underpins
broader development. It does this primarily by releasing
labour and generating demand for non-farm goods and
services. In Asia, agricultural and rural transformation
studies have shown this to be the case. Being part of a
broader development process, agricultural productivity
has furthered nutrition outcomes as well.

In South Asia, there has been a debate about whether a
declining share of GDP from agriculture necessarily
means that agriculture has become less important for
development. A country can become less intensive in
output terms but still have a large agricultural workforce
and substantial rural vulnerability. The discrepancies
between output share and livelihood dependence are one
of the reasons agriculture remains important to policy
even in fast-urbanising economies. As a further point, the
descriptive studies of agriculture’s share of GDP tell us
something useful about structural change. They provide
an indicator of structural change but one to be treated
cautiously.

Exchange of Goods, Value Enhancement, and Business
Connections

Recent debates also link the transformation of agriculture
with trade competitiveness, value chain development, and
agro-processing. Countries that do not depend on primary
production only are often well-positioned to progress to
value-added agricultural export, food processing, storage
and logistics and other rural enterprises. India's
agricultural export performance is getting attention with
changing agricultural structure resulting in some
commercial opportunities in India. Simultaneously, the
literature cautions that commercialization without
productivity growth may lead to widening regional
disparities, especially in areas where infrastructure,
irrigation, and market access remain uneven.
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This collection of articles is particularly relevant to the
current study as agricultural value added as a share of
GDP can serve as a useful entry point for a discussion of
wider questions on rural transformation and economic
diversification. A declining share may indicate the rise of
new sectors, but it may also show uneven transitions
across space. Consequently, countries’ identities help to
explain why some are more successful in diversifying the
crop production than others.

Research Gap

Even with the literature on structural transformation and
agricultural development, there are still several gaps that
warrant the study at hand. First, a lot of existing
scholarship on South Asia is either broad and theoretical
or focused on only a subset of countries, especially India,
Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. A fully integrated
eight-country perspective, including Bhutan, Maldives,
and Afghanistan along with the larger economies, has
received comparatively lesser attention. By leaving out
South Asia, this post excludes a region whose diversity is
exactly what makes comparative analysis analytically
worthwhile.

In addition, several key analyses rely on data that ends
prior to the most recent episode of economic turmoil and
rebound the environment since 2020, dominated by the
pandemic, inflation, climate shocks and renewed policy
intervention, has reconfigured regional development
trajectories. Little descriptive work using data that is not
older than 2024 or 2025, especially verified and verifiable
open data. For accuracy and knowledge of whether recent
crises have slowed, accelerated or differently impacted
structural transformation, a current dataset is important.
Third, the existing literature discusses geography
conceptually but does not systematically group South
Asian countries into geographical typologies for
descriptive comparison. The terrain, exposure to climate-
related perils and connectivity shape agricultural
endowment and dependence in highly visible ways in the
highland, plains-based, coastal or island economies.
Nonetheless, the empirical narrative is evidently central to
a relatively small number of studies, especially ones that
remain accessible and open to replication for secondary-
data research.

Moreover, a gap exists between macro level structural
transformation studies and operational issues of value
chains, agro-processing and regional trade. Numerous
studies suggest that declining share of agriculture in GDP
is a developmental indicator. However, only a handful of
studies relate the declining share of agriculture to the
commercial implications of diversification, export
orientation, and rural enterprise development in a clear
descriptive framework. This creates space for a study that
does not aim for causal testing, but rather provides a
carefully documented regional picture, which might
support policy interpretation and further analytical
research.

This is why there is a methodological gap. International
organisations (such as the World Bank) and related
databases make available large amounts of data for public
access. Yet, many studies do not prioritise transparency
and replicability in a way which enables easy verification
of their findings by readers. In essence, a descriptive essay
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based entirely on open access, secondary data can usefully
contribute to our understanding by bringing together
geographic coverage, up to date statistics, geographic
framing and commercial significance within a coherent
analytical framework.

In light of such observed gaps, the present study attempts
a descriptive comparative analysis of agricultural value
added (% of GDP) of South Asian countries for the period
2010 to 2025. It does so by using accessible and verifiable
data and extending the discussion to all eight countries.
Also, it incorporates a geographical typology and links the
observed patterns to wider questions of diversification
and value addition.

3. Research Methodology

Research Design

The present study is based on a descriptive research
design using secondary data. A descriptive design is
suitable when the purpose of the research is to describe
patterns, trends, and distributions of a variable without
testing causal relationships or formal hypotheses. Since
the present paper aims to examine the trend and
comparative position of agricultural value added as a
percentage of GDP across South Asian countries, the
descriptive method is appropriate to the nature of the
inquiry. It enables a systematic presentation of year-wise
changes, inter-country differences, and broad regional
patterns through verified quantitative information.

The use of secondary data is also methodologically
appropriate  because the study deals with a
macroeconomic indicator already compiled and
standardized by internationally recognized institutions.
Secondary dataset analysis is widely accepted when the
available data are reliable, relevant, and capable of
generating fresh interpretation for a specific research
problem. In this study, the use of public and standardized
data improves transparency, consistency, and replicability.

Research Objectives
The study is guided by the following objectives:

1. To examine the temporal trend in agricultural
value added as a percentage of GDP across
South Asian countries during the period 2010
to 2025.

2. To compare inter-country disparities in the
level and pace of change in agriculture’s share
in GDP among the selected countries.

3. To classify and interpret the observed pattern
through a geographical perspective.

4. To discuss the broader implications of the
observed trend for structural transformation,
diversification, and value addition.

Data Source

The study relies primarily on the World Bank Open
Data indicator NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS, which
measures agriculture, forestry, and fishing, value added
(% of GDP). According to the World Bank metadata, this
indicator is compiled from official national statistics,
national accounts data files, national statistical
organizations, central banks, OECD data files, and World
Bank staff estimates. The use of this source strengthens
the comparability and authenticity of the dataset across
countries. For contextual support and recent aggregate
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verification, publicly accessible summary platforms such
as Trading Economics were also referred to, as these
reproduce the World Bank development indicator series.
Universe and Coverage of the Study

The universe of the study comprises the countries of
the South Asian region. For the purpose of analysis, the
study covers eight countries: India, Pakistan, Bangladesh,
Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan, Maldives, and Afghanistan.
The temporal coverage extends from 2010 to 2025, which
has been selected to capture a contemporary phase of
sectoral change in the region. This period is sufficiently
broad to reveal medium-term movements in agricultural
contribution to GDP and allows meaningful comparison
across countries with different economic structures and
developmental trajectories.

Variable of the Study

The study uses one principal variable:

®  Agriculture, forestry, and fishing, value added (% of
GDP)

® Indicator code: NV AGR.TOTL.ZS

The World Bank defines this as the value added from

agriculture, forestry, and fishing as a share of gross

domestic product. Value added represents the net output

of a sector after adding all outputs and subtracting

intermediate inputs, without deducting depreciation of

fabricated assets or depletion of natural resources. Since

the variable is expressed as a percentage, it allows

meaningful comparison among countries of different

economic size.

Data Collection Procedure

The data were collected from publicly accessible online
sources in a systematic manner. Annual observations for
the selected indicator were compiled for all eight South
Asian countries across the study period. These values
were then organized into a structured comparative dataset
for further analysis. Since the selected indicator is
standardized across countries through the World Bank
system, the collected data provide a consistent basis for
longitudinal as well as cross-country comparison.

Tools and Techniques of Analysis

The study employs descriptive statistical tools and
comparative techniques in line with its research design.
The collected data were arranged in tabular form and
analyzed through trend analysis, arithmetic mean,
standard deviation, percentage-point change, ranking
technique, and comparative analysis. These tools make it
possible to identify the direction of change over time, the
relative position of each country, the average agricultural
share during the study period, and the extent of variation
in the observed values. In addition, a geographical
classification of countries into highland, plains-based, and
coastal or island economies is used as an interpretative
tool to understand whether broad physical settings are
associated with differences in agricultural dependence
and structural transition. These techniques are appropriate
because they provide a clear, systematic, and analytically
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meaningful presentation of the data within the descriptive
scope of the study.

Reliability and Authenticity of Data

The reliability of the study is supported by the use of a
standardized indicator from the World Bank, which is
based on official national accounts and internationally
recognized statistical systems. Since the data are publicly
accessible and verifiable, the methodology also ensures
transparency and replicability. This strengthens the
credibility of the analysis and makes the study suitable for
academic use.

Overall, the adopted methodology provides a clear and
reliable framework for examining agricultural value
added across South Asian countries. By combining a
descriptive research design, authentic secondary data, and
standard statistical techniques, the study establishes a
sound basis for analyzing temporal trends, inter-country
disparities, and geographically informed patterns within
the regional economy.

4. Data Analysis and Interpretation

4.1 Trend in Agricultural Value Added in South Asia
For centuries, South Asia’s economy has been based on
agriculture and (forestry and) fishing. But the relative
share of these sectors in the regional GDP shows a trend
of gradual decline in the last decades. The combined value
added from these sectors across South Asia fell from
about 17.8 percent of GDP during 2010-2025 to an
estimated 15.2 percent in 2019, as part of a structural
transformation under which industry and services
progressively take up larger and larger shares of the
economy. This managed retreat of about 0.17 percentage
points each year does not indicate any crisis or stagnation
in agriculture. Instead, it is a necessary rebalancing of
economic priorities consistent with the theory of
development.

The time path is easier to map out over the decade. In
2010, sector penetration stood at 17.8% due to recovery
from the global financial crisis and continued rural
demand. In mid-decade (2015), this had eased to 16.4%
as urbanisation advanced in India, Bangladesh while
stable agricultural base firmed up in Pakistan, Nepal. The
bumper harvests brought about by the pandemic pulled
down the 2021 mark to 12.5%. In the most recent data for
2024 the region confirms 15.69% while 2025 forecast
indicates that it will moderate further to around 15.2% as
GDP growth overall will be higher than Agricultural
growth.

In keeping with the typical development of an economy,
agriculture’s share in GDP and per capita incomes
decline; with labour moving out of agriculture into non-
farm sectors and productivity gains enabling fewer
workers to be involved in production. The rate of South
Asia is, however, constrained compared to the East Asia
who managed a 2 % annual drop in the previous years.
Rural employment as well as geographical limitations are
stalling the process of diversification. This trend begs the
question of country variation, something demonstrated by
the following analysis.
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Table 4.1: South Asia Regional Trend (Selected Years)
Year Agriculture Value Added (% of GDP)

Change from Previous (pp)

2010 17.8% -

2015 16.4% 14
2020 | 16.0% -0.4
2024 | 15.69% -0.31
2025 15.2% (est.) -0.49

Source: World Bank (2025a), NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS indicator (data.worldbank.org).

4.2 Country-wise Comparative Analysis

Unearthing the regional trend lays bare striking diversity across eight South Asian economies depending on agriculture
from wide spread to minimal. Nepal tops the agriculture-dependent countries with a 24.5% share of GDP on average over
the period with a high of 28.0% in 2010 and recently about 21.2%. Afghanistan, with its rugged topography, is expected
to finish closely 23.6 % owing to the conflict. Pakistan has a strong mean of 22.2%, which has fallen more modestly from
24.5% to about 20.6%. Both are consistent with water stress but contrary to its irrigation weaknesses.

India, at 15.8%, is at the regional average. The great plains of India allow steady output although the pull of the urban
area is steadily reducing it from 17.5% to 14.7%. Bhutan's average of 15.6% is reflective of this transitional profile.
Bangladesh is able to reduce its share from 14.2% to 10.9% owing to garment-led growth. However, rural economy inertia
is more or less jointly contributing to country diversification. Sri Lanka starts the fall at 7.8% average, down from 9.5%
and up to 6.4% due to service and apparel expansion. The economy of Maldives, with a low inflation rate of 2.8%, is
gradually shifting towards tourism.

The patterns are quite clear; the highland economies (Nepal, Afghanistan) are greater than 22 per cent, the
plains/industrialising cases are in the 15-22 per cent range and the coastal/island ones are at less than 12 per cent. Sri
Lanka, Nepal and other countries saw larger regional declines and further highlights this divergence in transformation

speed.
Table 4.2: Country-wise Agricultural Value Added (% of GDP), 2010-2025
Country Avg (%) 2010 (%) 2025(est, %) Total Change (pp)
Nepal 24.5 28.0 20.8 -7.2
Afghanistan 23.6 25.0 22.0 -3.0
Pakistan 22.2 24.5 20.0 -4.5
India 15.8 17.5 14.5 -3.0
Bhutan 15.6 17.0 14.0 -3.0
Bangladesh 12.3 14.2 10.7 -3.5
Sri Lanka 7.8 9.5 6.2 -3.3
Maldives 2.8 3.5 2.0 -1.5

Source: World Bank (2025a), NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS indicator (data.worldbank.org).

4.3. Geographical Classification of Agricultural more so than economic size or policy differences would

EJPRD

Dependence.

When South Asian countries are categorised on the basis
of dominating geographical characteristics, one
compelling pattern emerges that helps us understand why
some economies remained more tied to agriculture than
others. We have three categories highland/mountainous,
plains/industrializing  and  coastal/island  exhibit
significant differences in value added of agriculture and

ejprd.org - Published by Riset Publishing Services LLC

suggest.

The agricultural shares of Highland economies Nepal and
Afghanistan are the highest in the region, averaging 24.0
per cent during the study period. Nepal's population is
mostly involved in subsistence agriculture on slopes
because of the transport cost on account of its remote hilly
terrains. More than 60 percent of the population is mainly
dependent (estimated to be around 24. 5 percent in 2015;

Copyright ©2026 by Riset Publishing Services LLC.
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28.0 percent in 2010 and 20. 8 percent estimated 2025).
Afghanistan’s figure is 23.6% and because of the arid
highlands and fragmented infrastructure diversification is
not possible but in spite of this, the situation showed a
small decline. The economies in question registered a
mere 3—7 percentage points loss during the 15 years in
question. The stubborn nature of terrain did not quite
favour much structural transformation in this case.

The (India, Pakistan, Bhutan) are at the mid-point
(17.9%). India’s Indo-Gangetic breadbasket enables scale
but urban pull similar to the bajeer causes share erosion to
14.5% (15.8% average) from 17.5% (20% average)
Pakistan, endowed with canal-irrigated Punjab, averages

22.2% (24.5%—20.0%). Similarly, Bhutan’s smaller
plains average 15.6%. The above show 2.5-4.5-point
declines, showing agricultural strength with some
emerging manufacturing/services.

Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Maldives are coastal
countries that have led diversification of product varieties
with 7.6% average. Bangladesh was able to reduce its
carbon emissions from 14.2% to 10.7% (average 12.3%)
through RMG exports, Sri Lanka from 9.5% to 6.2%
(average from 7.8%) through tourism/apparel while
Maldives remains marginal at 2.8% due to the dominance
of island tourism. These shed fastest 1.5-3.5 points, using
ports and global integration.

Table 4.3: Geographical Typology Summary

Typology Countries Avg Share | 2010 Avg | 2025 Avg | Total Decline
Highland Nepal, Afghanistan 24.0% 26.5% 21.5% -5.0 pp
Plains India, Pakistan, Bhutan 17.9% 19.7% 16.2% -3.5pp
Coastal/Island | Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Maldives 7.6% 9.1% 6.3% -2.8 pp

Source: World Bank (2025a), NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS indicator (data.worldbank.org).

The correlation is clear: land forms impact transformation speed. The highlands resist change through isolation; the plains
balance the scale through urbanisation; the coasts accelerate through trade/services.

4.4 Economic Implications and Structural Transformation
The varying geographical patterns of agricultural employment decline underscore the need for countries across South
Asia to adopt different policies. Table 4.4 shows a prioritization matrix linking patterns of typologies with interventions.

Table 4.4: Policy Prioritization Matrix by Geographical Typology

Typology | Agri. Employment Decline | Core Economic Challenge | Priority Policy Interventions

Highland | Slowest (-0.33%/yr) Agricultural lock-in Infrastructure + niche high-value crops
Plains Moderate (-0.23%/yr) Labour productivity gap Agro-processing + skill development
Coastal Fastest (-0.19%/yr) Urban absorption capacity | Export corridors + labour mobility

Source: World Bank (2025a), NV.AGR.TOTL.ZS indicator (data.worldbank.org).

Due to topographical isolation, Highland economies are
stuck in agricultural traps. There are niche opportunities
in high-value crops such as herbs from Nepal and saffron
from Afghanistan. With irrigation, connectivity and other
complementary investments, they can prevent stagnation
while gaining access to markets.

India is an example of a country that is classified into
plains economies which is presently occupying a
transitional pivot. This is because, despite the growth of
Services and agriculture having a value of 52 billion
dollars, 42% of the Indian workforce is still engaged in
agriculture. The use of agro-parks, cold chains and skill
upgradation can convert this agricultural base into a
commercial advantage during diversification.

Coastal and island economies represent a scalable model
of success. The transformations in Bangladesh’s garment
sector, Sri Lanka’s expansion in tourism and agro-exports,
and the Maldives’ service sector pivot are examples of
these countries getting integrated into the global economy.
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Export corridors effectively utilize labour from rural areas
in trading services.

The 15.2% share of GDP of agriculture in 2025 by region
along with employment of 42% in the workforce shall
mean two risks. These two risks shall be a slowdown in
the rural areas and unmonitored migration to urban areas.
Strategies are essential that are geographically tailored
highland connectivity, plains processing and a coastal
integration. These provide the optimal pathways to fully
inclusive structural transformation.

5: Discussion And Conclusions

5.1 Synthesis of Key Findings

This elaborate descriptive study systematically analyses
the agricultural structural transformation that is taking
place in eight South Asian economies covering the period
from 2010 to 2025 and underscores regional progress,
country divergence and geography-driven determinism.
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Three interrelated findings constitute the core empirical
narrative.

1.The share of agriculture in GDP of the region fell from
17.8% in 2010 to 15.2% in 2025 at a rate of -0.17
percentage points on an annual basis. During the current
growth episode, the structural reallocation toward
industry and services under the theory of dual-sectors
proceeded at an annual rate of 0.2 per cent, about one-
tenth of East Asia’s historical 2 per cent annual pace.
Rural employment rigidity is blamed.

2.Divergence which means lack of agreement or harmony
at the level of Countries appears more prominent. Coastal
or island  economies  demonstrated  superior
diversification: Bangladesh (14.2%—10.7%), Sri Lanka
(9.5%—6.2%), Maldives (2.8% average).  Highland
economies exhibited persistent dependence: Nepal
(28.0%—20.8%), Afghanistan (25.0%—22.0%). Plains
Economies (India 17.5%—14.5%, Pakistan
24.5%—20.0%) being in transit.

3.The geographical typology gradient was evident in the
annual employment decline rates. This decline was as
follows: Highland (-0.33%/year) < Plains (-0.23%/year) <
Coastal (-0.19%/year). It shows physical endowments as
the main mediator of structural transformation across the
region.

The agriculture sector's 15.2% share of GDP and its
employment of 42% of the workforce signals an
incomplete structural adjustment. Both rural stagnation
and unmanaged urban migration pressures expose a
critical policy tension. These findings significantly
enhance Lewis dual-sector applications by systematically
incorporating geographical typology as an important
structural variable to link global trend analysis with local
policy design needs.

5.2 Theoretical Contributions

This analysis of structure transformation literature
identifies geographical typology as a major structural
mediator. It systematically extends Lewis parallel rural—
urban dual-sector model (1954) and Kuznets structural

process from centre to periphery in the diverse
topographies of South Asia (Lewis, 1954; Jha & Afrin,
2018). Theoretical models will generally posit a uniform
reallocation of labour from low to high productivity
sectors. However, the documented gradients display three
distinct pathways.

Highland agriculture is declining (-0.33%/yr; Woodhead
etal., 2002) due to the existence of so-called “topographic
traps”, where the terrain escalates the costs of transaction,
limits economies of scale and market integration. These
mechanisms offer a refinement to the FAO classification
of farming systems in South Asia.

The transitional dynamics of the plains (-0.23%/yr) take
advantage of alluvial irrigation for an intermediate
adjustment and are consistent with the productivity
trajectories of the region according to the ADB (Felipe &
Kumar, 2024).

The coastal growth value chains (GVC) are slowing down
at a rate of -0.19% per year, supporting an export-led
diversification through trade liberalization. Thus,
showing IMF analyses of the integration of Bangladesh
and Sri Lanka (Anand et al. 2023) to be correct.
Essentially, we provide three key contributions. First,
topography gradients, quantified by us, are shown to
establish causal precedence over institutional factors
which Jha and Afrin (2018), specifically emphasized.
Second, a secondary-data typology, replicable by other
researchers, which we developed links ICRISAT agro-
ecological zoning to structural economics. Third, a
policy-operationalizable framework developed by us, can
challenge the uniform prescriptions in World Bank South
Asia updates. The consequences show that geography
mediates structural pathways with more significance for
development economics in a methodologically sound way
which incorporates micro-level constraints into macro
theory.

5.3 Policy Recommendations

Table 5.1 translates documented gradients into typology-
calibrated policy matrix, aligning interventions with
binding constraints and regional integration opportunities
(Sarker & De, 2023; IFPRI, 2024).

Table 5.1: Geographical Typology Policy Implementation Framework

Typology | Rate Primary Constraint Immediate Actions (1-3 yrs) 3;22)1tegic Investments - (3-10

Highland | - 1nfras'tructure Roads',, . irrigation, | Niche value chains
0.33%/yr | isolation electrification (herbs/saffron)

Plains 6'23%/}“ Productivity gaps 1?}gz‘)os—parks, cold chains, Sl(élclsssm gtraining, MSME

Strategic rationale: Connectivity in the hills tackles the
subsistence traps typical of Nepal/Afghanistan (FAO
typology); commercialization of plains bridges the dual-
economy gaps in India via agro-industrial clusters (ADB
framework); and the coastal GVC expansion maintains
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the momentum of Bangladesh/Sri Lanka through SEZ
development. By using BIMSTEC protocols for
agricultural trade (15% intra-12 bloc potential), which is
more bilateral in nature and bypassing the stalled SAARC
frameworks, regional amplification will lower transactio
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costs. This will be achieved through harmonizing
standards and clearing through single window as per
IFPRI (2024), CUTS (2008). SAC stresses agric-business
competitiveness through farmer-producer organizations.
Monitoring framework: Annual decline rates tracked
against deployment milestones; adaptive management
employed to maximize inclusive outcomes.

5.4 Limitations and Future Research Directions
Study Limitations

This descriptive analysis of secondary data illustrates
three major limitations of macro-pattern reporting.
Initially, the geographical typology framework establishes
the correlation but rules out any possibility of topography
being the cause of transformation results. The approach is
based on World Bank aggregate indicators, rather than
micro-founded mechanisms (World Bank, 2025a).
Second, when aggregating at the national level, one hides
the heterogeneity at lower levels of aggregation. For
instance, district-level variation within India’s Indo-
Gangetic plains probably dwarfs differences due to inter-
country typologies (Felipe & Kumar, 2024). The period
from 2010 to 2025 captures dynamics emanating from the
global financial crisis, although it ignores the pre-
liberalization baselines that shaped the structural
endowments (Jha & Afrin, 2018)

Future Research Scope

Future research on this topic should use panel data
econometrics models to test the topography effects using
ICRISAT district panels. At the micro level, value chain
studies that quantify the contribution of global value
chains to coastal acceleration should have priority.
Estimating the trade effect of BIMSTEC’s protocol on
SAARC’s trade stagnation by regional integration
simulations can bring into sharp focus the cross-border
scale effect. Climate-topography interaction modelling
under IPCC scenarios is important for policy relevance
(Woodhead et al., 2002).
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