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Abstract 

Climate change is now an issue of critical concern throughout the world. In 2014, the Fifth 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change proclaimed that the 21st century will pose some 

of the most acute challenges due to the accelerating impacts of climate change. Bangladesh, a 

South Asian developing country, is considered the sixth most vulnerable nation in the world 

due to its geographical settings (GCRI, 2015). The country faces extreme climatic events 

including sea level rise, salt water intrusion into arable lands, and the increased risk of severe 

storms, cyclones, floods, flash floods and drought in coming decades (IPCC, 2014; BCCSAP, 

2009). The nexus between poverty and climate change is also a major concern, especially in a 

country like Bangladesh where lack of resources is a significant problem in both rural and 

urban areas. Therefore, climate vulnerability in Bangladesh is strongly associated with 

poverty, which in turn shapes its adaptation capacity. 

Climate change affects a wide range of communities in Bangladesh such as people 

living in coastal zones, drought prone areas, settlers on unstable slopes and climate refugees 

in urban slums. However, among those affected, women are more vulnerable than men to 

climate change impacts, as is evident from the history of climate-induced disasters in the 

country. In Bangladesh, climate change increases women’s socio-economic vulnerabilities by 

directly impacting on their families’ food security, water consumption and traditional 

livelihood. According to Jahan (2008), any type of environmental degradation causes more 

suffering to women because their family’s survival, for which they are responsible, depends 

directly on the natural resource base. In the quest for a new livelihood, men migrate while 

women are often left behind to support their families and households. Thus women have had 

to develop a wide range of coping and resilience strategies in order to survive climate change 

impacts, and they have developed strategies and knowledge that can be particularly useful in 

establishing successful climate adaptation programs.  

 Given this context, this thesis explores the gender dimension of the climate change 

response in Bangladesh by examining the different climate change adaptation strategies that 

have been initiated by communities, different government agencies, and development 

stakeholders. It seeks to reveal how gender has been incorporated — or neglected — in these 

adaptation programs. The thesis argues that, rather than simply being cast as victims of 
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climate change, women’s own skills and knowledge can make critical contributions to any 

successful and sustainable climate change adaptation effort. 

Thus far, the studies that have been conducted on climate change adaptation in 

Bangladesh have largely overlooked the gender dimension. While many studies have 

identified the different groups most likely to be affected by climate change and the 

communities that are considered most vulnerable, including women, there remains overall 

limited research on the specific contributions that women could make and on the role they 

could play in climate change adaptation, especially in Bangladesh. On this basis, this thesis 

undertakes a country case study that explores the dynamics of gender relations and issues at 

the household, community and institutional levels of climate change adaptation in 

Bangladesh. The overarching challenge is to incorporate women as distinct actors and as 

active agents in climate adaptation programs and policies.  

The research, which uses the fundamental ideas of Feminist Political Ecology with 

interrelated ideas of Ecofeminism and Feminist Environmentalism, is qualitative in nature, 

adopting a case study and multi-methods approach. It explores four different climate change 

impacts from four regions of Bangladesh, covering both rural and urban contexts. These are: 

salinity and cyclones in the Khulna region of southern Bangladesh; drought in the Naogaon  

district of the northern region; landslides in the Cox’s Bazar municipality in the south-west; 

and flooding in the Gopalgonj district in the middle of Bangladesh. Different adaptation 

practices such as community-based adaptation, government and non-government institutional 

approaches, and indigenous coping practices were selected from each of these areas for an in- 

depth analysis of women’s roles and contributions at each of these diverse levels.  

The thesis explores women’s narratives from both personal and community level 

experiences, which provide a deeper insight into how women build resiliency at household 

level, and how this resilience transcends to a macro level. ‘Intra-household power dynamics’ 

have substantial influence on women’s mobility, endowments, access to and control over 

resources. Therefore, it is critical to consider these power dynamics when involving women 

in formal adaptation programs. Their contributions as individuals or as a group reveal their 

significant presence in climate change adaptation practices. My study also identifies a 

disconnect between policy implementation and practice. Therefore, gender mainstreaming in 

climate change adaptation processes should be considered a fundamental goal for 

Bangladesh. Thus, my thesis will inspire future studies to consider different dimensions of 

gender and climate change adaptation both from theoretical and empirical perspectives.      
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Chapter One  

           Introduction 

Climate change is a critical issue throughout the world. Climate change can be defined as the 

geo-hydro-meteorological change to climate that manifests itself through multi-dimensional 

and multi-longitudinal socio-environmental consequences (O’Brien et al., 2006, p. 68). Adger 

(2006, p. 273) defined climate change in more detail as a “classic multi-scale global change 

problem in that it is characterized by infinitely diverse actors, multiple stressors and multiple 

time scales”. The Fifth Synthesis Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC, 2014, p. 87) claims that global climate has already been warming at an unprecedented 

rate in the past 100 years. It states that “[m]any of the observed changes are unprecedented 

over decades to millennia. The atmosphere and oceans have warmed, the amounts of snow 

and ice have diminished, and sea level has risen” (IPCC, 2014, p. 40). This increasing trend 

of warming weather is inevitably altering the character of local and regional climate systems 

around the world. The changing trend is apparent through extreme weather events, average 

sea level rise, snow cover and ice decline, frequent natural hazards and environmental 

degradation. The evidence shows that human activities such as emissions of aerosol, radiation 

and concentration of atmospheric greenhouse gases are contributing to the alteration of global 

climate and that the twenty-first century will be more challenging due to irreversible impacts 

(IPCC, 2014, pp. 44–46). However, the potential impact of climate change is intensifying 

social and economic problems in natural resource-dependent developing countries that are 

more vulnerable to climate change (Adger et al., 2003), since the social-cultural elements are 

closely connected with the wider human environment as well as with climate (deMenocal, 

2001, p. 667). It is also the case that even if both developed and developing countries are 

being affected, developing and underdeveloped countries are the most vulnerable to the threat 

of climate change due to its direct impact on their agriculture, natural resources, as well as 
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their overall poor economic and social development sectors (Adaptation Knowledge 

Platform,1 2010; IISS, 2000; Sterrett, 2011).  

According to the Fifth Assessment Report of the IPCC (2014) Asian poverty can be 

exacerbated by the negative impacts of climate change on rural economies, because Asia is a 

primarily agrarian region, with 58 percent of its population living in rural areas, 81 percent of 

which are dependent on agriculture for their livelihood (Hijioka et al., 2014, p. 1347). As a 

South Asian country, Bangladesh is already considered one of the most climate affected 

countries in the world (BCCSAP, 2009, p. 4). The severity of climate change in Bangladesh 

includes the increase of average temperature, extreme hot and cold spells, irregular rainfall, 

powerful cyclones, tornados and salt water intrusion in arable lands due to the rise in sea 

level (IPCC, 2014). In addition, because of the geographical settings and low elevation (a 

significant part of Bangladesh’s territory is below sea level), the melting of the Himalayan 

glaciers results in frequent flooding in the country (Mirza, 2002, p. 127). Several studies 

reveal that the adverse effects of climate change in Bangladesh are already manifesting 

themselves through these extreme weather events, leading to large-scale damage to crops, 

employment, livelihood, human displacement and the overall national economy.2 The 

increasing pattern of weather change and climatic hazards in recent decades has made many 

communities vulnerable to climate change impacts, especially since the population is still 

dependent on agriculture and natural resources for its survival (Atiq et al., 2007; CCC, 

2009a3). On the other hand, fast growing urban areas in Bangladesh are also hot spots for 

changing environmental conditions. In particular, the urban poor who live in slum dwellings 

are the most affected (BCCSAP, 2009, p. 16).  

Climate change affects a wide range of communities in Bangladesh, for instance people 

living in coastal zones, settlers on unstable slopes and climate refugees in urban slums. Their 

livelihood is threatened, they are displaced and their lives are endangered due to adverse 

impacts of climate change. However, among the varied climate victims, women are more 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The Regional Climate Change Adaptation Knowledge Platform for Asia referred to as the ‘Adaptation Knowledge 
Platform’ has been developed to respond to the demand for effective mechanisms for sharing information on climate change 
adaptation and developing adaptive capacities in Asian countries, many of which are the most vulnerable to the effects of 
climate change. The study report (Adaptation Knowledge Platform, 2010) was prepared by this platform. 
2 See Ahmed (2012); Ali (1999); Basak, Basak and Rahman (2015); Choudhury et al. (2005); Chowdhury (2007); Huq et al. 
(1999).  
3 The Climate Change Cell (CCC), working under the ministry of Environment and Forest (MOEF) and the Department of 
Environment (DOE), has facilitated a research on climate change, gender and vulnerable groups in Bangladesh. BASTOB 
and the Centre for Global Change (CGC) have jointly conducted the study. The goal of the research was to build an 
information source on specific aspects of vulnerability of women to climate change and to analyse how these specific 
vulnerability contexts can be addressed with planned adaptation measures. 
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vulnerable than men as is evident from the history of climate-induced disasters in the country.  

For example, the death toll of women was five times higher than that of men in a cyclone in 

1991 (Pender, 2008, p. 37). Penning, Sultana and Thompson (2012, p. 4) also claimed 

disaster-induced casualties are higher among women, with elderly women the most 

vulnerable in Bangladesh. Several studies found that during disasters and in post-disaster 

periods women become more vulnerable than men in terms of health, nutrition, personal 

safety and household responsibilities (Nasrin, 2012; Dankelman, 2008). Hence, in 

Bangladesh climate change increases women’s socio-economic vulnerability by directly 

impacting on their families’ food security, water consumption and traditional livelihood. 

According to Jahan (2008) any type of environmental degradation causes more suffering to 

women because their family’s survival depends on natural resources. In the quest for a new 

way to earn a living, men migrate and women are left behind with the burden of household 

responsibilities (Khaliq, 2009). Women are always at risk of falling into more of a poverty 

trap due to male out-migration.   

Given this context, this study aims to explore the gender dimension of the climate 

change response by examining the different climate change adaptation strategies that have 

been initiated by communities, different government agencies and development stakeholders 

in Bangladesh. It seeks to reveal how gender has been incorporated — or neglected — in 

adaptation strategies, particularly in relation to women, who, as noted above, are regarded as 

the most climatically vulnerable and affected group in Bangladesh. Importantly, however, the 

thesis argues not only that women are impacted severely by climate change, but most 

importantly, that their engagement and participation are critical to any successful and 

sustainable climate change adaptation effort. 

1.1: Background  

Bangladesh is one of the most densely populated Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and 

considered to be one of the worst climate change ‘victims’4 due its rural agriculture-based 

economy. Significantly, 66 percent of the total population lives in rural areas (World Bank, 

2015) and the poverty level is also high, affecting 24.8 percent of the population who live 

under the poverty line (GED, 2015, p.20). The total population is 160 million people of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 The Global Climate Change Risk Index (2015, p. 6) indicates that Bangladesh is the 6th most vulnerable country in the 
world to face extreme climatic events resulting from climate change. 
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which half are women (BBS, 2011)5; they contribute heavily to the country’s economy, 

especially in the rural areas where livelihood is mainly dependent on agriculture. 

Furthermore, unequal social strata and pervasive gender inequality underpin the country’s 

status as a hot spot for climate change in terms of socio-economic vulnerability.  

Statistical evidence highlights the significantly greater exposure to climate change that 

women face compared to men (Singh, Svensson and Kalyanpur, 2010). Alston (2007) also 

argues that the social consequences of climate change affect men and women differently. 

Both the Fifth (2014) and Fourth (2007) Assessment Reports of IPCC recognize that gender-

differentiated roles and gender relations within wider socio-political institutional networks 

affect women’s vulnerability and capacity to adapt to climate change. These reports mention 

in particular the vulnerability of rural women in developing countries, who are often 

dependent on natural resources for their livelihood, do most of the agricultural work, and bear 

the responsibility for securing food and collecting water and fuel for household. Climate 

change is widely predicted to affect all these areas of women’s lives adversely and in 

different ways to men. In Bangladesh the scarcity of drinking water, particularly in the 

coastal regions, drought affected areas and in urban slums is a prominent consequence of 

climate change. This predicament has increased the amount of household work and impacted 

women’s health significantly. They have to travel far to collect water when both ground and 

surface waters are inundated by saline and it is a difficult task for them to carry drinkable 

water (Nasrin, 2012, p. 158). The south-west region of Bangladesh is one of the places that 

has been most affected, where climate change has led to consequences such as salinity, floods 

and erratic rainfall. This translates to a scarcity of drinking water, a reduction of cash crops, 

loss of earnings and water-logged lives for the community. However, women and children in 

these areas are more vulnerable than men since they carry the additional burden of having to 

ensure supplies of food and water for the family (Neelormi and Ahmed, 2009, p. 1). 

WEDO (2008) claims that during and after disasters women and adolescent girls face 

major problems regarding their health due to the collapse of health and sanitation systems. 

They consequently suffer from urinary and reproductive health-related diseases. In addition, 

women’s physical security and dignity are also at risk in the aftermath of disasters. Rashid 

and Michaud (2000) state that women in Bangladesh face more mental strain than men and 

bear the brunt of certain types of social and cultural constraints to sharing common spaces 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Bangladesh Population and Housing Census (2011) conducted by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) under the 
Ministry of Planning Bangladesh. This is the main national census conducted every 10 years and one of the most authentic 
and reliable statistical data sources of the country.  
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during disaster. Nasreen (2012, p. 114) reveals that due to fear of losing privacy and notion of 

parda6 women  are not willing to seek institutional supports that limits their access to needed 

resources. Moreover, due to responsibility for the elderly, children, disabled family members 

and livestock assets women do not show willingness to move to evacuation centres. This 

increases the death toll among women and children in any disaster. Moreover, heavily 

influenced by traditional gender norms, women rarely leave their households in search of new 

ways to earn a living, regardless of necessity. Kartiki (2011) found that women do not usually 

migrate independently and the male head of the household always takes migration decisions, 

so vulnerable women are in any case not empowered and equipped to migrate alone in 

Bangladesh. On the other hand, according to Guhathakurta (2003), the increase in female-

headed households as the consequence of male out-migration gives women the extra burden 

of taking care of children and household responsibilities alone (see also Rahman and Tait, 

2003). This adds a new dimension to how women need to cope and survive in response in this 

changing scenario: they need to adopt new alternatives or seek new choices to maintain their 

families, hence taking up roles which may not reflect traditional gender norms.  

While women’s vulnerability is a global phenomenon, there is also evidence that 

women’s dependence on the environment and certain types of gendered experiences and 

knowledge offer significant potential for a climate response, particularly in the rural context 

(Gaard, 2015; Nasrin, 2012; Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996). Similarly, 

several studies demonstrate that Bangladeshi women also practice their indigenous 

knowledge and life experiences at the household level to adjust to and cope with climate 

change and disasters (Dankelman, 2008; Nasreen, 2010; Paul, 1998). The Global 

Humanitarian Forum (2009, p. 2) contends that “women are already adapting to climate 

change and driving the change. Local adaptation measures are often undertaken by women as 

survival tactics, particularly [in the] area of food security”. Bangladeshi women adopt their 

coping strategies depending on their diverse geo-socio-economic conditions as they do not 

belong to a homogenous group. In this regard, the ongoing debate from a feminist political 

ecology perspective is that women’s diverse experiences and knowledge base need to be 

acknowledged and considered in climate change adaptation approaches. This thesis intends to 

challenge the traditional assumptions of women’s place and role in climate change adaptation 

in countries like Bangladesh.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6  Seclusion from men. 
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1.2: Statement of the Problem   

The government of Bangladesh has been proactive in putting in place plans and policies to 

address the impacts of climate change. Responding to international policy frameworks 

Bangladesh developed the ‘National Adaptation Programme of Action’ in 2005 and the 

‘Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan’ in 2009. These plans contained a 

wide range of adaptation approaches. However, gender was a neglected issue in these 

strategies and policies. Women’s poor representation in planning and decision-making 

processes in climate change policies undermines their capacity to engage in decision-making 

which in turn makes them unable to address their specific needs and vulnerabilities (GGCA, 

2013; Enarson and Meyreles, 2004, Hemmanti and Röhr, 2009); it also weakens the climate 

adaptation approach as a whole. Vallely (2010) notes: 

The review of the major stakeholders’ literature and policy statements shows clearly 

the lack of gender sensitive policies, with only a few of the organizations mentioning 

women in any form and with the majority not interested in any gender policies for 

climate change in the future (cited in Women’s Environmental Network 2010, p.47).  

Thus far, the studies that have been conducted on climate change adaptation in Bangladesh 

have largely overlooked the gender dimension. The geo-physical aspects of vulnerability to 

climate change for Bangladesh are well documented; however there is much less literature 

available that describes the gender dimension in any depth (Asaduzzman et al., 2005). While 

studies have identified and focused on issues like the possible impacts of climate change, the 

different groups likely to be affected and the communities that are considered most 

vulnerable, there has been a limited focus on women’s issues in climate change adaptation as 

a whole and even less research has been conducted concentrating on the link between gender 

issues and climate change. This is limited to mostly development organisations’ studies or 

reports. Few detailed academic studies have investigated the gendered outlook and 

implementation dimensions of climatic programs or projects on the ground (but see Alston, 

2015; Dankelman, 2008; Nasreen, 2012). Moreover, while the Government of Bangladesh 

and development partners have considered incorporating women’s perspectives in climate 

change adaptation processes, there has been limited empirical research conducted on how 

gender sensitivity manifests in actual institutional responses to climatic events. Neelormi and 

Ahmed (2009) express concern about the need for gender focused research, to reveal the 

gender dimensions of vulnerability and coping capacity within heterogeneous social groups 



7	  
	  	  

of women, in order to develop gender-sensitive adaptation processes. On this basis, this thesis 

undertakes a country case study that explores the dynamics of gender issues and processes at 

household, community and institutional levels of climate change adaptation in Bangladesh.  

In undertaking this gender analysis of climate change adaptation in Bangladesh, the 

thesis first contributes to what is currently limited research on the issue. Second, this thesis 

argues that in order to address climate change effectively, there must be sustainable gender-

responsive adaptation policies now and into the future. In a nutshell, the inclusion of 

women’s perspectives in adaptation policy development is critical to its success.  

1.3: Rationale of the Research 

As one of the most climate change vulnerable countries in the world, Bangladesh is 

experiencing large-scale loss of life and property due to different natural hazards on a regular 

basis. Therefore, it is important for all stakeholders to understand the full effect of climate 

change on every potential sector or community in order to prepare accordingly. 

Consequently, this thesis focuses on different climate change adaptation strategies and 

programs being undertaken by different actors at the household to community level in 

Bangladesh. To deal with the effects of climate change, government and different 

stakeholders have already established a variety of climate change adaptation programs aiming 

to reduce the vulnerabilities of the affected and marginalised communities, including women. 

This thesis assesses the effectiveness of these climate change adaptation programs by 

considering how women’s issues have been incorporated in them and the processes of their 

participation. In revealing the different dimensions of gender and women’s participation in 

adaptation programs, this research will help to fill a critical knowledge and information gap 

in this area.  

In this context, the thesis contributes to the literature on the inclusion of gender, 

particularly women, in climate change adaptation in order to enable decision-makers to have 

better understanding of how women from different strata of society are affected, what their 

capacities are, and what supports are needed. It seeks to make two main contributions:  

1. A contribution by expanding the knowledge and information base on gender and climate 

change adaptation in Bangladesh.  

2. A contribution by addressing a gap in the literature regarding the importance of the gender 

dimension for successful climate adaptation policy process.  
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 The findings of this study may also have potential application to other least developed and 

developing countries sharing similar socio-economic and geo-political backgrounds, 

including unequal gender-based power relations.   

1.4: Research Questions 

Research questions are the foundation of any research and they help to establish its aims and 

objectives. In this thesis the overarching research question is: Why is gender, particularly 

women’s roles and contributions, such a critical issue in addressing and adapting to climate 

change in Bangladesh? 

To answer this central question, the thesis sets five more specific research questions:   

1. How is climate change likely to affect Bangladesh and which communities or sections are 

more likely to be impacted and why? 

2. What are women’s roles and responsibilities in current climate change adaptation practices in 

Bangladesh? 

3. What coping practices do women exercise in their daily lives and why are these important 

considerations for building resilience to climate change?    

4. How have women’s issues been addressed or considered in current climate change adaptation 

plans and programs and what aspects are missing? 

5. What features should a robust gender responsive climate change adaptation policy process 

include?  

The first research question addresses the climate change situation in Bangladesh to 

understand the changing climatic conditions and socio-economic vulnerabilities caused by 

climate change. It examines gender-differentiated problems as a part of the social impact of 

climate change. The second research question considers the gender relations that shape 

women’s roles and responsibilities in the formal adaptation programs. The socio-political 

aspect of climate change in relation to gender dynamics underpins this question. Research 

question three reveals women’s everyday life experiences and coping practices in responding 

to climate change in Bangladesh. Research question four examines the extent of gender 

consideration in formal plans and programs. It also examines women’s struggles at the 

household, community and institutional level to reveal their full effort. Finally, research 

question five considers the way forward for gender-responsive climate change adaptation 



9	  
	  	  

practices where women are regarded as active agents of adaptation and thus equal partners of 

the country’s development.  

1.5: Aims of the Research 

As discussed above, the main aim of the thesis is to provide a gender analysis of climate 

change impacts and climate change adaptation processes in Bangladesh. The specific 

objectives are: 

1. To understand the severity of climate change in Bangladesh based on potential hazards, 

impacts and affected vulnerable sections or groups.  

2. To ascertain women’s roles and responses to the climate change adaptation process in 

Bangladesh. 

3. To assess the importance of women’s contributions in climate change adaptation and analyse 

if and how these have been incorporated into the policy process.  

4. To contribute to the knowledge base that policy makers require in developing gender-

responsive climate change adaptation programs and policy process.  

The thesis therefore focuses on determining the constitution of a gender-responsive climate 

change adaptation strategy that considers women’s needs and contributions at every step of 

the policy process from policy planning to implementation, in order to strengthen gender-

responsive climate policy processes in Bangladesh as a whole.  

1.6: Research Approach 

The research is qualitative in nature, adopting a case study approach and a variety of methods 

such as documentary research, institutional policy mapping and analysis; and primary 

information collection involving focus group discussions (FGDs) as well as interviews with 

local and national level key actors. The case study approach in qualitative research is 

significant in that it provides an opportunity for a detailed study, as well as the application of 

a wide range of data collection techniques and evidence from multiple sources (Yin, 2003, 

p.14). Bangladesh has been selected as the single case for this thesis because of its 

representativeness as a highly vulnerable climate change impacted country. Bangladesh is 

also a typical developing country in the South Asian region sharing many similarities with 

other developing countries, including gender relations. While Bangladesh is utilised as a 
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single case study, multiple programs with regional and climate change variations have been 

included in the thesis to provide multidimensional insights on the topic. Four different 

climate change aspects from four regions of Bangladesh, covering both rural and urban 

contexts, have been explored in the study. These are: salinity and cyclone in the Khulna 

region of southern Bangladesh; drought in the Naogaon district of the northern region; 

landslides in the Cox’s Bazar municipality in the south-west; and flooding in the Gopalgonj 

district in the middle of Bangladesh. Different adaptation practices such as community-based 

adaptation, both government and non-government institutional approaches, and indigenous 

coping practices were selected from these areas for an in-depth analysis of women’s roles and 

contributions at diverse levels. 

1.7: Structure of the Study 

The thesis is divided into nine chapters. The chapters are developed and articulated on the 

basis of research objectives and findings. This first chapter discusses the background, the 

research problem, significance, rationale, aims and objectives, justification, methodology and 

thesis structure as well as outlining the five research questions which guide the study.  

Chapter Two outlines the theoretical framework and undertakes the relevant literature 

review. The main theories guiding the study are summarised and discussed in order to 

conceptualise the main themes, including a discussion of political ecology and feminist 

political ecology in relation to climate change. To frame the study three interrelated feminist 

theoretical approaches were explored: Feminist Political Ecology, Ecofeminism and Feminist 

Environmentalism. These perspectives frame the dissertation in terms of the overall feminist 

critiques of environmental issues, the socio-environmental aspects of climate change, and 

gender relations within institutional structures and processes. This chapter also presents a 

review of existing literature on climate change impacts, adaptation and sustainable 

development, and gender and climate-related issues. 

Chapter Three discusses the overall research approach, which includes the 

methodology, and the data collection methods used in the study. A single case study approach 

is adopted for the study with a combination of qualitative methods for data gathering such as 

field observation, focus group discussions, semi-structured interviews with local people, 

structured interviews with key informants, individual case studies and document analysis. A 

research flow chart and a coordination table of data gathering and detailed information 
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(number, participant, type) methods are also presented in the chapter. Local maps of the study 

areas, along with a country’s hazards map have been included to better explain the local geo-

physical and environmental condition of the study areas.  

Chapter Four begins by reviewing climate change issues in Bangladesh as one of the 

greatest climate change affected countries in South Asia in order to understand the severity of 

climate change impacts. A detailed discussion on the climate change situation in the case 

study of Bangladesh is provided. Visible climate change variables including rainfall patterns, 

temperature trends and sea level rises in Bangladesh are presented based on the available 

literature and study reports. The socio-economic impacts of different hazards such as floods, 

cyclones, landslides and salinity intrusion on arable lands are described in depth using both 

primary and secondary data sources. In terms of exposure, climate change is not evenly 

distributed in every region and community of the country. Many communities are more 

vulnerable because of their under-resourced socio-economic condition. The poor and natural 

resource-dependent communities are more vulnerable than their richer counterparts. Most 

particularly, the chapter focuses on the likely impact of climate change on women in 

Bangladesh. The attributed gender roles, the gender division of labour, uneven power 

relations and moreover, the gendered dependency on nature, combine to create the specific 

vulnerabilities of women. Being a traditional developing country, gender and poverty are 

important factors in shaping vulnerability and resiliency within the affected communities. 

Half of the country’s population is women, who are actively taking part in various coping 

practices at the household as well as community level. Hence, a brief background on the 

evolution of formal and institutional climate change adaptation processes in Bangladesh, and 

progress to date, is presented. In Bangladesh, climate change adaptation emerged as a 

convergence of disaster risk reduction and social protection activities. To undertake the 

activities, the development partners and non-government organisations (NGOs) have become 

the main associates of the Bangladeshi Government. Alongside the formal interventions 

many locally generated indigenous coping practices are taking place and constitute the crucial 

parts of overall climate change adaptation practices in Bangladesh.  

Chapter Five’s discussion proceeds by examining women’s contributions and responses 

to climate change adaptation more directly. In order to do that, four adaptation programs, 

from four different climate change affected regions, were selected to obtain greater insight 

into their experiences and to generate empirical evidence of these experiences. These 

adaptation programs were examined to understand the women’s type of engagement, the 
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level of participation and their roles in the formal settings. The different levels of 

engagement, involvement and participation of women were revealed in these programs 

depending on their roles and position in formal adaptation. A gender analysis of the selected 

adaptation programs indicates that women are mostly offered supportive and activity specific 

roles rather than being regarded as active partners. The type and level of women’s 

participation are also influenced by several socio-cultural factors where gender norms and 

power relations play a vital role. 

Chapter Six highlights the importance of women’s contributions alongside the formal 

adaptation programs. It reveals that Bangladeshi women are diversely connected to nature 

and the environment. Consequently, their coping strategies are related to their indigenous 

knowledge base and micro level practices. Women’s contribution to coping at the household 

level is one of the most important aspects in climate change adaptation. Women’s 

involvement in natural resource management, subsistence agriculture and the micro economy 

contribute significantly to adaptation. They play a central role in household level disaster 

preparedness and disaster management, and they have proven their worth through their 

community role in the aftermath of any disaster. Women’s contribution to household level 

climate change adaptation has generally been overlooked in climate change discourse. 

Indeed, women’s activist response to environmental degradation is a critical factor when 

considering climate change adaptation in Bangladesh.  

Chapter Seven focuses on some significant areas of women’s struggle to contribute at 

the household and community level through their own views, perceptions and actions. The 

four individual stories of women presented in this chapter demonstrate different aspects of 

environmental problems as they affect women; consideration is given to how women are 

dealing with these problems within traditional gender boundaries. Their experiences are very 

diverse, depending on a range of socio-economic and geographic conditions. Their stories 

illustrate that women do not belong to a homogenous social group. They are connected to 

their society, culture and environment in diverse ways, which impacts on their level of 

resilience. In their individual stories women articulate their own experiences about how they 

have challenged the traditional gender norms, values and culture to craft participative 

pathways towards climate resilient households and society.  

Chapter Eight examines gender considerations levels in relation to climate change 

adaptation at three vital levels: household, community and institution. The chapter begins by 

analysing two main policy documents, the National Adaptation Plan of Action (NAPA–2005) 
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and the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan (BCSSAP–2009), from a 

gender perspective. However, by only considering women as a vulnerable group of society, 

both documents fail to address the specific gender needs of women and do not acknowledge 

their roles in climate change adaptation. In practical terms women contribute greatly to 

building resiliency to climate change situations despite inherent discrimination at every level. 

The chapter presents the gender dynamics at micro (household), meso (community) and at 

macro level (institutions) in response to climate change response. Some recent positive 

initiatives and potential aspects of a gender responsive climate change adaptation in 

Bangladesh are also highlighted in the chapter. 

Finally, Chapter Nine summarises the thesis’ major analytical findings. Three major 

findings are discussed: understanding the climate change context of Bangladesh in relation to 

social vulnerabilities and vulnerable groups; women as key players at household level 

adaptation that enhances community resiliency; and the importance of policy support for 

women’s contributions and its mainstreaming. These findings reinforce the significance of 

women’s participation at both the micro level and macro level. Although women face 

significant socio-cultural and institutional constraints which prevent their involvement and 

participation in formal power structures, successful adaptation requires that these constraints 

are considered and addressed accordingly. The chapter concludes by suggesting future 

directions for research and outlines some policy recommendations for a gender responsive 

climate change adaptation process for Bangladesh.    
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Chapter Two   

Theoretical Framework and Literature 
Review 	  

2.1: Introduction 

This chapter presents the theories of my study which have been constructed in light of the 

overarching ideas of Feminist Political Ecology. Within this complex and multifaceted 

environmental theory, the interrelated ideas of Ecofeminism and Feminist Environmentalism 

are particularly useful for the analysis being undertaken in this thesis. While embracing the 

general notions of Feminist Political Ecology, Ecofeminism and Feminist Environmentalism 

also differ in how they understand the relationship between women and nature, and the 

character of women’s agency.  

All of these above mentioned theories, which offer critical perspectives about the 

interconnections between women and environmental degradation, will be discussed in this 

chapter. This discussion will be preceded by a brief overview of Political Ecology as all of 

these three theoretical approaches have drawn significantly from its framework. The term 

Political Ecology combines the concerns of politics, economy and ecology, which includes 

the interaction between society and the environment in the third world context (Bryant and 

Bailey, 1997, p. 2). In brief, political ecologists argue that there is a wide ranging unity 

between human beings and nature. This means that human beings’ experience of 

environmental problems are shaped by societal process which include the relations of 

production and social class (Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987); dynamics of gender relations 

(Rocheleau, 1995); the state and its institutions (Rice, 2014), and the politics of knowledge 

(Escobar, 1998). Regardless the diversity of influences on human-environment relations, a 

‘chain of causality’ exists between these relations (Robbins, 2004; Rocheleau, 2008). One 

major aim of Political Ecology is to analyse the complex dynamics of access to and control 

over natural resources, which may have serious implications for sustainable livelihood 

(Watts, 2000, p.257).  
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The relevance of Political Ecology for this current thesis is that it provides various 

underlying causes of vulnerabilities in the context of natural hazards and recent climate 

change. When the research quest is to establish links between the impacts of climate change 

and gender inequality in a developing country, political ecologists offer extensive feminist 

environmental thought to explain these underlying causes (i.e. historical and social), the 

dynamic pressure (i.e. present challenges like climate change) on gender-based power 

relations and also the long-term consequences of environmental degradation on women and 

their dependents (Agarwal, 2009; Collins, 2008; Morrow and Gladwin, 1997). The feminist 

perspective of Political Ecology examines not only gender relations between men and 

women, but also how patriarchal power structures determine which of the social groups 

would be marginalised when environmental degradations take place. In the context of South 

Asia, many of these marginalised groups are predominantly women, who are more likely to 

be exposed to environmental degradation and climate change impacts (Agarwal, 2010).     

In the latter part of this theory section I further explain Ecofeminism, Feminist 

Environmentalism along with Feminist Political Ecology’s relevance to this study. In short, 

the main reason for such a selection is that the key research questions of this study (in 

Chapter 1) examine how women in Bangladesh are the hardest hit by climate change impacts 

and why gender is a vital issue of concern for adaptation.  

2.2: Theories Underpinning the Study 

For the last two decades, both ecofeminists and feminist environmentalist scholars have been 

arguing that during any environmental degradation, women are the most adversely affected 

due to their biological and social roles as care givers (Mallory, 2010; Gaard and Gruen, 2005; 

Buckingham-Hatfield, 2000; Mellor, 1997; Jackson, 1993; Dobscha, 1993). One distinction is 

that while the Ecofeminists emphasise the spiritual connection between women and nature, 

the proponents of Feminist Environmentalism argue instead that women’s connection with 

nature is more concrete or materialist, and takes place throughout their life due to their closer 

proximity to the natural environment (Agarwal, 2009). Feminist Political Ecology, on the 

other hand, is a subfield of Political Ecology which examines the gendered dimension of 

environmental crises from a broader institutional perspective involving government, politics 

and other institutions that shape the overall social system (Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and 
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Wangari, 1996; Hovorka, 2006). It offers an analytical framework to establish the argument 

that ecological concerns cannot be understood unless linked to political economy (Sundberg, 

2015).  

To frame my study, I have thus explored these three major feminist theoretical 

approaches of environment: Feminist Political Ecology, Feminist Environmentalism and 

Ecofeminism. All of these approaches theorise gender and gender relations in a specific way 

depending on their particular stances. Thus, each of these theories and approaches offer 

elements and insights useful for the analysis of my thesis. More specifically, the three 

theories provide my thesis with the necessary tools for examining the relationship between 

women and environmental degradation in Bangladesh. Therefore, my thesis aims to apply 

these theoretical approaches to provide a feminist analysis as a means to understanding 

women’s experiences of the environment in Bangladesh, particularly in relation to climate 

change. In doing so, I have selected key elements from each of the selected theories that are 

particularly useful for the theoretical and analytical framing of my thesis. These elements are 

identified throughout this chapter and analysed in the findings section.  

Within the broader school of political ecology Feminist Political Ecology elaborates a 

new and useful conceptual context. It emphasises the gendered material understanding of the 

environment, the nature of resource access and control, and the relationship between local 

struggles and global environmental contexts (Rocheleau and Edmunds, 1997; Leach, 2007). It 

focuses on the unequal distribution of access to and control over resources where women 

have disproportionate share (Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996; Sachs, 1996). 

Thomas-Slayter, Wangari and Rocheleau (1996, p. 287) state that “feminist political ecology 

brings into a single framework a feminist perspective combined with analysis of ecological, 

economic, and political power relations”. Thus, Feminist Political Ecology extends the scope 

of political ecology to examine the decision-‐making processes, as well as the social, political 

and economic context that shapes environmental policies and practices from a gender 

perspective (Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996). Furthermore the auhtors state 

that,  

Feminist political ecology treats gender as a critical variable in shaping resource access 

and control, interacting with class, caste, race, culture and ethnicity to shape processes of 

ecological change, the struggle of men and women to sustain ecologically viable 

livelihoods, and the prospects of any community for ‘sustainable development’ (1996, 

p.4).  



17	  
	  	  

 

Indeed, according to Hovorka (2006, p. 209), “Feminist Political Ecology aims at analyzing 

gendered experiences of and responses to environmental and political-economic change that 

brings with it changing livelihoods, landscapes, property regimes, and social relations”.  

Hence, Feminist Political Ecology does not only focus on environmental problems but also 

offers potential solutions. Feminist Political Ecology inspires a focus on “the importance of 

gendered human agency and social structure in shaping pivotal environmental policies and 

decisions” (Thomas-Slayter, Wangari and Rocheleau, 1996, p. 289). Nightingale (2006, 

p.169) points out that Feminist Political Ecology analyses gender relations in the production 

of knowledge, resource development and socio-political processes. These all provide a 

significant difference in the opportunities and challenges presented to men and women in the 

context of environmental change and development. Hence, Feminist Political Ecology deals 

with three key themes. The first theme is that of gendered knowledge which “encompasses 

the creation, maintenance and protection of a healthy environment at home, at work and in 

regional ecosystems” (Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996, p. 4). The second 

theme is gendered environment rights and responsibilities, which considers “property, 

resources, space and all the variations of legal and customary rights that are ‘gendered’” 

(Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996, pp. 4–5). The final theme of gendered 

environmental politics and grassroots activism highlights the collective struggle of women 

over “natural resource and environmental issues…contributing to a redefinition of their 

identities” (Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996, pp. 4–5). The importance of 

Feminist Political Ecology theory lies in its exploration of women’s knowledge and 

experience within dominant and unequal patriarchal structures, particularly as applied to 

environmental issues such as climate change. Alston (2015, p 20) argues that Feminist 

Political Ecology emphasises and focuses more on gendered roles, women’s agencies and 

networks for influencing sustainable climate change policies. Therefore, it is relevant to 

connect women and climate change adaptation within the gendered social structure of a 

country like Bangladesh.  

Ecofeminism is considered one of the foundations of feminism and activism in relation 

to environmental issues (Christensen et al., 2009). Ecofeminism emerged in the late 1970s, 

highlighting the link between gender inequality and environmental sustainability, and quickly 

developing as a movement (Buckingham, 2004). Ecofeminists’ arguments are underpinned 

by the idea that women and nature have a very specific and significant relationship, and that 
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environmental degradation contributes to women’s repression and exploitation (Merchant, 

1992). The main contention of Ecofeminism is that patriarchal power structures and 

processes of capital accumulation treat women and natural resources similarly, so that both 

are hierarchically controlled and exploited (Christensen et al., 2009; Leach, 2007). As King 

(1989) proposes:  

There is no natural hierarchy but human hierarchy is projected onto nature and used to 

justify social domination. Ecofeminism draws on feminist theory which asserts that the 

domination of women was the original domination in human society from which all other 

hierarchies flow (1989, p.24). 

Ecofeminists have established gender as a visible social construct in analysing environmental 

problems (Griffin, 1997, p. 217). Shiva (1989) explains the concept further by discussing 

how development, as a post-colonial concept of a market economy based on resource 

exploitation, was imposed on the third world by western economies. Shiva (1989, p. xvi) 

discusses this in terms of indigenous people and their relationship to nature in the Indian 

context. The author (1989, p. 46) claims that women have a special connection to the 

environment through their life experiences in the both North and South. It is also argued that 

women’s role in subsistence economies was to produce “wealth in partnership with nature”, 

and become “experts in their own right of holistic and ecological knowledge of nature's 

processes" (Shiva, 1988, p. 72). The theory also argues that women have a positive 

relationship with nature due to their biological attributes, which in turn reinforces the idea 

that women are nature (Jackson, 1993; Shiva, 1993). Eco-feminists embrace the idea that 

women inherently have a better understanding about nature and knowledge of environmental 

protection because of their closeness to nature (Mies and Shiva, 2014). This form of 

Ecofeminism is grounded in the idea that the domination of women is linked to 

environmental destruction in a patriarchal system. For example, the link between gender and 

the environment in Asia was largely stimulated by the narratives of rural and indigenous 

women saving trees and protesting against commercial loggers by protecting forests and 

forest-based livelihood (Shiva, 1989).  

Southern ecofeminists claim that rural women of the south are the natural caretakers of 

the environment, those who take care of the earth and its resources for the survival of future 

generations (Dankelman and Davidson, 1988; Rodda, 1991; Shiva, 1989). Indeed, Shiva 

(1989, p. 42) contends that “rural indigenous women are the original givers of life and are 
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therefore the rightful caretakers of nature”. Going a step further, Garrd (2015, p. 20) notes the 

paradox: although women are the producers of most of the world’s food, it is mostly women 

and children who go hungry.  Thus, Ecofeminism provides my thesis with important insights 

for examining the relationship between rural Bangladeshi women and the environmental 

degradation they experience because of climate change.  

Feminist Environmentalism evolved as a direct critique to Ecofeminism’s spiritual 

and biological explanation of women and nature (Agarwal, 1992; Buckingham 2004; 

Christensen et al., 2009; Seager, 1993). Instead feminist environmental theory is more 

concerned with a structural analysis such as “women’s lived material relationship with 

nature” (Agarwal, 1992, p.151). Like Feminist Political Ecology, it suggests that women are 

more adversely affected by environmental degradation because of the universal phenomenon 

of the gender division of labour and gender power relations (Agarwal, 1998; Agarwal, 2001b; 

Resurrección, 2013). According to Agarwal (1998, p. 198) “the link between women and the 

environment can be seen as structured by a given gender and class (caste/race), organization 

of production, reproduction and distribution”. These ideas are similar to those of Feminist 

Political Ecology. However, in this case more attention is paid to men and women’s 

distinctive roles, responsibilities and knowledge which shape gender-differentiated interests 

in natural resource management (Resurrección and Elmhirst, 2008). Agarwal (1992) argues 

that women’s relationship with nature is neither inherent, nor closely connected. There are 

gendered interests in particular resources and ecological processes due to the clear distinction 

between daily work and responsibilities among women and men. She focuses more closely on 

the gendered relation with nature and from there she explains the differences between men’s 

and women’s experiences and knowledge. In a similar fashion Nightingale (2006, p. 168) 

emphasises the socially constructed aspect of women’s predicament, stating that “the material 

conditions of people’s lives are complicit in producing particular environmental problems 

which place extra burdens on women who are responsible for the subsistence needs of their 

families”.  

Although an ecofeminist like Shiva claims that the Chipko Movement in India is an 

instance of Ecofeminism, feminist environmentalists like Agawal (1997) and Rangan 

(2000) revisit the gender politics behind it. They observe institutional and local politics 

as the key driving factors in organising a movement, which often involved the local 

community and in the above mentioned case, women were at the frontier of the protest. 

In South Asia, agriculture is a male dominated sector however women also play a very 
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significant role, which gives them some informal rights and control over production. 

However, in many areas women have lost control over agricultural production due to the 

introduction of cash economy (Kabir, 2012, p. 70). In such contexts, a number of 

women’s protests are conceived in many countries in South Asia as saving both their 

livelihood and nature for family survival (Agarwal, 1992). Women’s exclusion from 

resources and the adverse impacts from environmental degradation that they experience 

often motivate their involvement in grassroots protests “to supplement their [missing] 

income” and survival (Agarwal, 1994, p. 456). Thus, the feminist environmentalist 

viewpoint is reflected in my thesis’ exploration of the survival or coping strategies of 

women within persistently marginalising class and gender relations which confine them 

to unequal access to and control over resources.  

More recently, a growing number of feminist-informed research approaches (for 

instance) have examined the daily experiences of women in the context of climate change.7 

The overarching theme of these works is that the social dimension of climate change is not 

gender neutral (Terry, 2009). Rather, they claim that climate change has gender-differentiated 

causes and effects while examining the most adversely affected group by the anthropogenic 

climate change (Macgregor, 2009, p. 130). Such research often draws on the empirical 

analysis of the gender division of labour, the social construction of gender roles and 

responsibilities that influence the access to natural resources and women’s daily experiences 

with degradations linked to climate change (Hawkins and Ojeda, 2011).  

Further, it is clear that any discussion of the impacts of climate change must link the 

environmental aspects to the historical, social, economic and political fabric of society 

(Dankelman, 2002; Denton, 2002). In many South Asian countries women lack power, 

resources, information and have less geographical mobility compared with their male 

counterparts. All of these factors are the outcome of socially constructed gender roles 

(Agarwal, 2010, p.103). It follows that it is women who often experience added exposure 

when climate-related environmental degradation occurs (Agarwal, 2009). This tells us that 

feminist environmental theories are extremely useful in analysing the link between gender 

and climate change.    

Next, I turn to a discussion of the relevant literature related to my thesis. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 See MacGregor (2009); McCright (2010); Banerjee and Bell (2007); Terry (2009); Selam (2006); Martin (2006). 
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2. 3 Literature Review 

  The literature review first examines global perspectives of climate change then discusses the 

three main thesis-related areas: climate change dynamics; gender and climate change 

discourse; adaptation and sustainable development. 

Global Perspective of Climate Change  

Climate change has become an omnipresent environmental concern in both the developed and 

developing world. Although climate change is not an unfamiliar phenomenon, anthropogenic 

climate change had not been the subject of widespread attention until the world’s 

environment was under significant threat. The impact of climate change has been observed 

through both physical and ecological changes over the past century. The changes to climatic 

conditions are visible through the increase of mean temperatures, the melting of glaciers, sea 

level rises and disaster events (Adger, 2003; Alley et al., 2003). As a result, the world is 

increasingly faced with the uncertain risks of climate change that ultimately affect human 

wellbeing, particularly those communities that rely on natural resources (Adger, 2003, p. 

387). Most of the scientific explanations claim that, because of industrial development 

activities, the emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases, such as methane, have 

accumulated in the earth’s atmosphere, warming the earth’s surface and changing the climate. 

The IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report (2014) admits that “human influence on the climate 

system is clear, and recent anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases are the highest in 

history. Recent climate changes have had widespread impacts on human and natural systems” 

(2014, p. 40).  The emission of these gases started mostly in the late nineteenth century with 

the Industrial Revolution in developed countries, and is now a result of the burning of fossil 

fuels, and the carbon emissions of commercial farming and deforestation (Botzen and Van 

Den Bergh, 2009, p. 211). Claiming similar causes, Van Aalst (2006) states that “the 

concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere increased by around one-third, from 280 parts per 

million (ppm) in 1759 to 368 ppm in 2000” (2006, p. 6). The IPCC Synthesis Report (2014, 

p. 44) also claims that anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions reached the highest peak in 

the pre-industrial era (2000–2010) because of large-scale economy and population growth. 

Collier et al. (2009, p.172) state that  

The rate of change driven by increased anthropogenic GHG emissions continues to 

accelerate faster than previously anticipated … This is illustrated by one of the 

manifestations of climate change, the increasing intensity and frequency of natural 
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disasters and extreme weather events … The rate of increase of disasters as well as the 

numbers of people affected by these hazards events has been dramatic over the past 

decade ….  

Most climate scientists attribute worldwide warming and its effects to changes in the earth’s 

climatic system. They also claim that irresponsible human intervention in the environment 

and unplanned development is largely responsible for the changes in global and local climate 

systems (IPCC, 2007, p. 37). Barker (2003, p. 4) has developed an integrated framework of 

‘cause and effect approach’ and suggested a ‘stock and flow’ chart to explain the physical 

flows, accumulation of gases and effects, and complex interactions associated with climate 

change). This framework — a simplified graphic representation of an integrated framework 

for considering anthropogenic climate change — is based on links between human society 

and climate change describing consequences through a cycle of causes and effects relations 

(Barker, 2003). Figure 2.1 shows the cause-effect relationship of climate change in four 

domains: 1) Socio-economic development of human society with development paths such as 

industrialisation, over use of natural resources; 2) Atmospheric gases with concentrations of 

greenhouse gases (GHG), aerosols and precursors; 3) Climate system undergoing change as a 

result of higher concentrations of radiative forces and 4) Human and natural systems 

including all plants and animals: food, water resources, ecosystem, human settlement. 

Figure 2.1: The Cause-Effect Relationship Between Climate Change and Socio-
Economic Factors 

	  

	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

     Source: Barker (2003, p.4). 
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O’Brien et al. (2006, p. 68) express concern that the multifaceted (drought to flood) and 

multi-dimensional (local to global) impacts of climate change are gradually changing the 

world’s ecology, human geography and traditional livelihood patterns and causing the 

displacement of people as climate refugees. Thus, climate change has become a serious 

global issue because of its direct impacts on people and environment, particularly in the 

poorer countries.  

2.3.1: Climate Change Dynamics 

Increased Frequency and Intensity of Natural Disasters  

Two interdependent and interrelated phenomena — natural disaster and climate change — 

have changed perspectives on global climate. This has led experts to explore the relationship 

between them. Debate is ongoing about whether a cause-effect relationship or an induced 

relationship exists for either (Van Aalst, 2006; Bouwer, 2011). The frequency of different 

types of natural disasters has increased significantly in recent years, which has had adverse 

impacts on the environment as well as on human development, particularly in the disaster 

prone less developed countries (O’Brien et al. 2006). The United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC, 2009) and the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC 2007; IPCC 2014) also demonstrate concern about the link between 

climate change and the frequency and severity of natural and human-induced disasters. The 

Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED, 2010) justify the relationship 

between climate change and the increased numbers of disasters by stating that hydro-

meteorological disasters such as weather-related floods and storms almost doubled between 

2004 and 2006, whereas geophysical disasters such as earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic 

exploration have undergone no significant change (as cited in Birkmann and Teichman, 2010 

p.172). Another study by Botzen and Van Den Bergh (2009, p. 212) states that warmer air on 

the ocean’s surface is the main cause of intense storms, and the scarcity and abundance of 

water increases the risk for droughts and floods. According to the IPCC (2007, p. 326) there 

is an increased possibility of intense and heightened tropical storms during this century 

because of sea surface warming, and the surge in tropical storms will cause more damaging 

floods in coastal areas and low lying deltaic lands. The literature shows that the world’s 

poorer countries are more likely to face greater problems than developed countries because of 

their economic instability, weak infrastructure and poor management capacity. For example, 

O’Brien et al. (2006, p. 64) suggest that the volume of economic loss due to natural disasters 



24	  
	  	  

has increased seven times between 1960–1990 and the least developed countries (LDC)8 have 

experienced more human and economic loss than the more developed countries (MDC)9. The 

IPCC (2014) has confirmed that developing countries are more vulnerable to climate change 

impacts, especially the poor and developing countries because of their lower capacity to 

adapt.  

Environmental Consequences  

The trend of changing climate adversely impacts the environment. Many low lying countries 

are extremely exposed to sea level rise, which is the most featured and documented impact of 

climate change. Scientists and environmentalists attribute this sea level rise to warmer ocean 

temperatures and the melting of glaciers and ice caps (Van Aalst, 2006). The IPCC’s Fifth 

Synthesis Report (2014, p.42) claims that from the mid-nineteenth century there is a higher 

rate of sea level rise than the mean rate of the previous hundred years with the global sea 

level rising by 0.17m to 0.21m within the period of 1901–2010. In the long run, most low 

lying countries and coastal regions will experience higher levels of salinity intrusion and 

inundation by frequent coastal flooding. Bozten and Van Den Bergh (2009, p. 212) warn that 

highly populated deltaic countries such as Bangladesh, Vietnam and even the Netherlands 

will face greater consequences of sea level rises. In addition, Cramer et al. (2014, pp. 991–

992) also claim in the IPCC report (2014) that the risk of coastal flooding has increased with 

high levels of salinity intrusion due to the increasing trend of sea level rise and ocean 

temperature rise in deltaic regions. There is strong evidence that climate change also 

increases the risk of environmental degradation, such as erosion and landslides in many parts 

of the world. According to Kjekstad and Highland (2009, p. 574), globally 3.7 million square 

kilometres of land area and 5 percent of the world’s population are exposed to a high risk of 

landslides, which cause thousands of deaths, injuries and huge economic loss each year. 

Cramer et al. (2014, p. 988) again state that the increasing severity of landslides and erosion 

in mountainous slopes all over the world is compounded by human intervention such as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 The United Nations has classified a group of countries as the ‘poorest and weakest segment’; these are considered ‘least 
developed countries’ (LDCs). The indicators that define countries as LDCs are low gross national income, weak human 
resources and a high level of economic vulnerability. There are 49 countries mostly from Africa; some from Asia and the 
Pacific and one from Latin America and the Caribbean region (UN-OHRLLS, 2009, p. 2 and p. 21). 
9 More developed countries (MDCs), have a more developed economy and an advanced technological infrastructure relative 
to LDCs. Usually, this is determined by the level of  economic development, gross domestic product (GDP), per capita 
income, level of industrialisation, infrastructure and general standard of living (UN Development Program, 2014). 
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unplanned land use, rapid urbanisation and hill cutting for new settlements. These intensified 

disasters ultimately affect human livelihood, settlements and socio-economic infrastructure. 

Drought, as another consequence of climate change, is due to scarcity of water, 

especially in sub-Saharan Africa, which increases the possibility of increased starvation due 

to food insecurity (Misra, 2014, p. 161). The South Asian regions are most vulnerable to 

climate variability, due to unpredictable rainfall and increases in temperatures, exacerbating 

fresh water scarcity and droughts (Pervez and Henebry, 2015, pp. 300–301). The Food and 

Agricultural Organization (FAO, 2007) predicts increasingly frequent droughts and reduced 

availability of water for households and agricultural use globally. Evidence shows that 

uncertain climate variability, particularly uneven rainfall, results in water scarcity for 

irrigation, affects crop production and in turn threatens global food security (FAO, 2010; 

Hanjra and Qureshi, 2010; IPCC, 2014, Misra, 2014). Alston (2014, p. 288) asserts that water 

scarcity and food insecurity are two interrelated factors that are significant consequences of 

climate change all over the world. Furthermore, FAO (2015, p. 8) states that one in nine 

people suffer from hunger and undernourishment as a cause of global food insecurity. This 

will exacerbate vulnerability among the poorest populations in Africa, Asia and Latin 

America. The global scenario of a changing climate means that climate vulnerable human 

populations will have to face diverse problems in terms of livelihood and economy. The 

IPCC (2014, p. 53) warns that the impact of climate-induced hazards includes loss of 

agriculture, land, energy, food and water supply due to changes of ecosystem or biodiversity, 

which ultimately impacts on all human health and wellbeing.  

Climate Change Impacts in Rural and Urban Contexts 

Climate change experiences are not similar across the regions, sectors or communities due to 

different contributing factors. Rural-urban differentiation is thus an important consideration. 

According to Lal, Alavalapati and Mercer (2011, p. 820), rural communities are more 

adversely impacted by climate change because of their different socio-economic 

characteristics such as population size, employment and educational opportunities and 

government’s services compared to their urban counterparts. In the IPCC report Dasgupta et 

al. (2014, p. 618) state that rural areas experience particular vulnerabilities to environmental 

change, through their reliance on natural resources, their climate-dependent living, lack of 

access to information, fewer options or choices, and more limited investment and services to 

urban areas. Sterrett (2011, p. 8) highlights the example of South Asia which is one of the 
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most climate change affected regions, as it is mostly agriculture and natural resource-

dependent and rural dwellers of this region comprise about 70 percent of the world’s poor 

population. As a result, the rural population is more vulnerable to climate change impacts.  

Urban and rural vulnerabilities due to climate change depend on and are determined by 

diverse factors. Lal, Alavalapati and Mercer (2011) classify climate change effects under 

“three broad headings: ecological, social and economic” (2011, p. 821). On the other hand, 

Dumenu and Obeng (2016, p. 210) identify three factors such as demographic, social and 

economic which influence climate change impacts. They argue that all these factors shape 

climate change impacts on rural and urban areas differently since rural communities are more 

dependent than urban people on nature and the environment for their livelihood and they lack 

adaptation capacity (Dumenu and Obeng, 2016; Lal, Alavalapati and Mercer 2011). Karl, 

Melillo and Peterson (2009) claim that combined socioeconomic, political and environmental 

factors shape and influence the vulnerability to climate change and the rural community is 

more affected. The IPCC (2014) also indicates rural communities experience climate change 

more directly through its impacts on agriculture, and other natural and ecological sectors, 

which makes them highly sensitive to climate variability: 

Nearly half of the world’s population, approximately 3.3 billion people, lives in rural 

areas, and 90% of those people live in developing countries. Rural areas in developing 

countries are characterized by a dependence on agriculture and natural resources; high 

prevalence of poverty, isolation, and marginality; neglect by policymakers; and lower 

human development. These features are also present to a lesser degree in rural areas of 

developed countries, where there are also closer interdependencies between rural and 

urban areas (Dasgupta et al., 2014, p. 618). 

Other literatures highlight rural-urban migration as an adaptation strategy of climate change 

affected populations, in the context of the increasing trend of population flow from rural 

areas to urban centres. Several studies show that in recent decades, rural populations have 

adopted migration to cities in search of new ways to earn a living as a strategy for coping 

with climate-related events (Displacement Solutions, 2012; Gray and Mueller, 2012). 

According to Penning-Rowsell, Sultana and Thompson (2012, p. 14), migration to cities is 

the last option for climate displaced populations, as is the case of Bangladesh, where males 

migrate more than females. McLeman and Smit (2006) agree that climate affected farm-

based populations use migration as a coping strategy. They also highlight a similar type of 

male out-migration that occurred from Western Sudan to Khartoum during a low rainfall 
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period during the 1980s famine in northern Ethiopia, where people migrated from the dry 

land areas to nearby cities as the consequence of drought (McLeman and Smit, 2006, p. 34). 

Roth (2009) expresses concern about the significant increasing trend of population growth 

concentrated in urban areas of developing countries because of the impact of environmental 

problems for rural people. According to the UN World Urbanization Prospects (2014):  

The planet has gone through a process of rapid urbanization over the past six decades. In 

1950, more than two thirds (70 per cent) of people worldwide lived in rural settlements 

and less than one-third (30 per cent) in urban settlements. In 2014, 54 per cent of the 

world’s population was urban. The urban population is expected to continue to grow, so 

that by 2050, the world will be one third rural (34 percent) and two-thirds urban (66 

percent), roughly the reverse of the global rural-urban population distribution of the mid-

twentieth century (p. 7). 

These studies show a strong connection between unplanned urban expansion, increasing 

poverty and climate-induced population displacement or migration. However, urban areas are 

not exempt from climate change impacts. The literature demonstrates that climate change-

related risks are increasing; they include rising sea levels and storm surges, heat stress, 

extreme precipitation, inland and coastal flooding, landslides, increased water scarcity, and 

air pollution. All of these climate phenomena impact negatively on people’s health, 

livelihood and assets (Hunt and Watkiss, 2011; Revi et al., 2014). Some recent incidents of 

urban disasters include the Paris heat wave in 2003, the landfall near the city of New Orleans 

triggered by Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the Mumbai flood in July 2005 and the devastating 

flood of Bangkok in 2011 (Hallegatte and Corfee-Morlot, 2011, p. 3). Furthermore, many low 

lying major coastal cities with large populations are at potential risk of sea level rise or storm 

surge (Nicholls et al., 2007. In the next few decades it is likely that urban areas will be 

exposed to an increased risk of hazards which will directly impact the urban poor (Dodman 

and Satterthwaite, 2008; Jabeen, Johnson and Allen, 2010). 

Despite this, urban areas have yet to be considered fully at risk of climate change 

impacts. The Commission on Climate Change and Development (CCD 2009) stated, “cities 

and city dwellers have received too little attention in discussions of climate change impacts 

and adaptation” (2009, p. 98). Birkmann et al. (2010) argue that the fast growing urban areas 

of developing countries should be considered as hotspots of climate change risks since these 

cities are vulnerable because of their weak infrastructure, and their poor and unstable socio-

economic demographic composition. Again, they note that most of the National Adaptation 
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Programs for Actions (NAPAs) are focused on rural regions and only few programs address 

the challenges of urban areas (Birkmann et al., 2010, p. 187). Sharma and Tomar (2010, p. 

451) claim that although the cities of developing countries are becoming climate vulnerable 

due to increasing population pressure, cities have the potential to take mitigation measures 

and build resilience to climate change impacts through local governing systems. City level 

local governance is considered a strong platform for better mitigation and adaptation planning 

to improve adaptive capacities of its dwellers (Birkman et al., 2010, p. 204). All these studies 

highlight the impacts of climate change on both urban and rural realms and how they are 

closely interconnected. Population migration, rapid urbanisation and poverty concentration 

are extending the risks of climate change impacts from rural to urban areas. Therefore, it is 

argued that this requires the introduction of a holistic range of adaptation activities (IPCC, 

2014). Such a holistic approach would address the interrelated adaptation problems of climate 

change in relation to the converging problems of rural and urban contexts.  

Socio-Economic Vulnerabilities of Climate Change and Resiliency 

Multifaceted vulnerabilities due to the impacts of climate change on both the environment 

and on human society are widely discussed in the existing scholarship. Vulnerability is 

broadly framed within the socio-political and ecological systems of affected societies or 

countries. In the Fifth IPCC report, Oppenheimer et al. (2014) define vulnerability as 

encompassing  “a variety of concepts and elements including sensitivity or susceptibility to 

harm and lack of capacity to cope and adapt. A broad set of factors such as wealth, social 

status, and gender determine vulnerability and exposure to climate-related risk” (2014, p. 

1048). Vulnerability is a contextual, and multifactorial phenomenon (Smit and Wandel, 2006, 

p. 286), which depends on ecological, social, political and economic factors (Downing et al., 

1997). However, according to Adger (2006), vulnerability is usually measured by parameters 

which include “the stress to which a system is exposed, its sensitivity and its adaptive 

capacity” (2006, p. 269). This idea focuses on the ability and opportunity to adapt to climate 

change depending on the exposure and physical setting (Adger et al., 2003; Bohle, Downing  

and Watts, 1994; Sen, 1981; Sen, 1999). Again, Adger (2006, p. 268) considers the concept 

of vulnerability as “a powerful analytical tool” that can assess the potential risk to the social 

and physical systems of under-privileged social groups, and can contribute to enhancing 

resilience. According to the Fifth IPCC Report (2014): 
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Global, regional, and local socioeconomic, environmental, and governance trends 

indicate that vulnerability and exposure of communities or social-ecological systems to 

climatic hazards related to extreme events are dynamic and thus vary across temporal and 

spatial scales. Effective risk reduction and adaptation strategies consider these dynamics 

and the inter-linkages between socioeconomic development pathways and the 

vulnerability and exposure of people. Changes in poverty or socioeconomic status, ethnic 

composition, age structure, and governance had a significant influence on the outcome of 

past crises associated with climatic hazards (Oppenheimer et al., 2014, p. 1043).  

According to Downing (1991) vulnerability has three related implications: “first, 

‘consequence’ rather than a cause, second, ‘sensitivity’ that implies an adverse consequence 

[and] third, a ‘relative term’ that differentiates among socioeconomic groups or regions” 

(1991, p. 372). Bohle, Downing and Watts (1994) view vulnerability from a political 

ecological perspective whereby climate change directly impacts human ecology, which in 

turn impacts the resources and the endowments of classes of people differently. For example, 

the traditional breadwinner role of men makes women dependent on them, creating a 

condition of vulnerability for both, particularly as women, in some countries, have no legal 

entitlements to share their husband’s wages (Drčze and Sen, 1989, pp. 11–12). Sen (1981) 

describes poverty as different individuals’ abilities to use the same resources in terms of 

useful functioning. For example, people with physical disabilities may need specific types of 

mobility resources, and pregnant women have specific nutritional requirements. Even a girl in 

a wealthy family may actually be living in ‘poverty’ due to discrimination and lack of voice 

according to the capability approach.10 The approach argues that both physical and social 

aspects are equally important in understanding and analysing the vulnerability of human 

environmental systems.  

Therefore, the social vulnerability of climate change not only depends on extreme 

climatic events but also on the socio-economic conditions or structures of any society. For 

example, risk due to droughts, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, is closely linked to poverty 

and rural-based economy (Bohle, Downing and Watts, 1994; Downing, 1991). Many Asian 

countries are already experiencing climate risk consequences in terms of irregular rainfall, 

regular flooding, tropical cyclones, increased salinity in arable lands and sea level rise, which 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 The capability approach was first articulated by Indian economist and philosopher Amartya Sen in the 1980s in the 
context of human development. The approach focuses on the extent of individual wellbeing that is determined by the 
individual’s capacity or opportunity to function (Robeyns, 2003). 
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translates into social vulnerabilities such as food insecurity, loss of traditional livelihood and 

human displacement (World Bank, 2012, p 17; Sterrett, 2011, p. 8).  However, Oxfam 

(Sterrett 2011) and the World Bank (2012) claim that the increasing trend of income 

inequality and uneven resource distribution are prominent in some countries in Africa and 

Asia, increasing the vulnerability level of certain communities. Thus, the vulnerability caused 

by climate change in these countries is strongly connected to unequal resource distribution, 

poverty levels, weak infrastructure and exposure to climate-dependent economic sectors. 

Adger (2006, p. 274) highlights another paradox of vulnerability, as well as of adaptive 

capacity, explaining that on the one hand, developing countries are vulnerable because of 

their ‘lack of institutional capacity’ to adapt; on the other hand, these countries possess some 

unique knowledge and local practices that build their resilience for coping with adverse 

situations. In order to show the link between vulnerability and resilience, Akter and Mallick 

(2013) argue that vulnerability does not always refer to lack of resilience, rather, that it  

generates some adaptive capacity. Smit and Wandel (2006, p. 283) believe some societies 

have significant potential for  ‘adaptability’ through using a range of initiatives that help them 

respond to, or cope with, climate change. Thus, the term ‘resilience’ is linked to the adaptive 

capacity of a ‘social-ecological system’ to manage or cope with different types of social, 

political or environmental problems (Perez et al., 2015, p. 96). According to Collier et al. 

(2009) if “climate change adaptation is a result of adaptive capacity, then the resilience of a 

system will certainly influence the climate change adaptation outcome” (2009, p.177). Lal, 

Alavalapati and Mercer (2011) argue that a community could be less vulnerable to climate 

change if it has a higher level of adaptive capacity. Therefore, from a political ecological 

point of view, the vulnerability to climate change depends on the socio-economic, as well as 

the geo-political, characteristics of affected countries. At the same time, the degree of 

vulnerability depends on resilience and adaptive capabilities of individuals, communities or 

society as a whole. 

2.3.2: Gender and Climate Change Discourse 

Gender refers to the social construction of attributes, opportunities and relationships 

associated with male and female within social and cultural settings (UN Women, 2014). 

Therefore, gender vulnerability is the structural consequence of female disadvantages, which 

are socially and culturally constructed. To bring change in unequal power relations is an 

ongoing challenge as globally female subordination is deeply rooted in patriarchal values and 
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existing social systems (Enarson and Morrow, 1998b). Unequal power relations exist in every 

social context, such as class, caste, ethnicity or nationality but gender interaction is a constant 

‘social’ phenomenon (Anthias, 1998, p. 506). Consequently, the impacts of climate change 

have different effects on women and men all over the world. According to Milne (2005) the 

vulnerability that results from climate change is not “gender, class or geo-politically neutral” 

(2005, p. 53). For the purpose of this study the following discussion focuses on the gender 

and climate change literature where gender-differentiated experiences of climate change are 

described as the result of the feminisation of poverty, structured unequal gender power 

relations and gendered labour division.  

Gender, Disaster and the Poverty Nexus 

Much of the literature highlights the relationship between poverty and climate change. The 

reality of women’s share of global poverty is known as the feminisation of poverty, which is 

interlinked with environment degradation and natural disasters (Arora-Jonsson, 2011; 

Glazberook, 2011). Women’s vulnerability to climate-induced disasters is hence clearly 

related to the gender and poverty nexus (Enarson and Morrow, 1998a; Jämting, 2009; Nelson 

et al., 2002). In the developing world 70 percent of the poor are women and they possess only 

10 percent of the world’s land, which confirms the strong link between gender and poverty 

(Balgis, 2009, p. 54; Jämting, 2008, p.1; FAO, 2010, p. 23). In many developing countries, 

women experience discriminatory cultural and social practices such as the burden of 

household responsibilities, little control over resources and restricted economic options, all of 

which make female-headed households more prone to poverty (Klasen, Lechtenfeld and 

Povel, 2015, p. 36). Male out-migration is one of the major consequences of climate change 

which increases poverty among women and makes them even more vulnerable to 

impoverishment, sexual harassment, forced marriage, labour exploitation and trafficking 

(Alam and Rahman, 2014, p. 78). Furthermore, the feminisation of poverty is concentrated in 

female-headed households because they are often denied entry into formal and informal 

credit or other risk management services (Chant, 2008, p. 166). The UN Women Watch 

(2010, para.1) claims that the number of poor women is disproportionately increasing 

compared to the number of men in developing countries.  

Poverty does not only refer to material poverty or lack of resources; rather, it is 

important to capture the multi-dimensional factors related to poverty and gender inequality. 

Chambers (1995) conceptualises poverty not only by income but also includes “social 
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inferiority, isolation, physical weakness, vulnerability, seasonal deprivation, powerlessness 

and humiliation” (1995, p. 173). Other evidence supports the view that women suffer from 

other consequences of poverty. For example, it is usually women who are the victims of food 

shortages in any crisis situation due to less ‘bargaining power’ within the household 

(Agarwal, 1997a, p. 16). In addition, the number of female casualties in disasters is always 

higher than men due to their different socialisation processes, social norms and cultural 

constraints. For instance, during the 1991 cyclone disasters in Bangladesh, 90 percent of the 

141,000 fatalities were women (Anwarul, Habiba and Shaw, 2013, p. 166). After analysing a 

sample of natural disasters of 141 countries between 1981 and 2002, Neumayer and Plümper 

(2007) claim that more women died due to their unequal social and economic position. It has 

been observed that apart from the higher death toll, women also bear more physical and 

socio-economic pressures from disasters (Cutter, Boruff and Shirley, 2003) because the 

issues related to their biological, social and economic conditions position them at more risk in 

any natural disaster (Enarson, 2000; Enarson and Fordham, 2001; Shamim, 1995). For 

example, some women remained unsafe during the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004 as they 

could not move from their home because of their responsibilities for the family members who 

were unable to move, such as the sick, the disabled, the elderly and children (Kottegoda, 

2011). 

Gender inequalities can also be aggravated by gender-based violence in the aftermath 

of disasters (Demetriades and Esplen, 2008). Alston (2012, p.104) identifies the link between 

gender-based violence and climate change during and after crisis situations and considers it 

an emerging issue in public health-related policy planning. The World Health Organization 

(WHO, 2005, p. 1) warns that gender-based violence is an important issue facing 

communities affected by natural disasters, and considers it urgent to understand the full 

extent of the problem. Women and adolescent girls experience sexual harassment and 

physical abuse while staying in evacuation centres or in relief queues (Nasreen, 2010, p. 239). 

A study by UN Women Fiji (2014, p. 1) states that women are affected by disasters more 

than men, due to gender discrimination and power inequality in access to resources and 

information; in particular, women and girls face an increased risk of gender-based violence, 

rape, sexual exploitation and assault. The literature highlights that women’s unequal position 

within the family, society and the state reinforces the gender, disaster and poverty nexus. 
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Gendered Impacts of Climate Change  

Gender-differentiated impacts of climate change are well defined in the available literature. 

Arora-Jonsson (2011, p.744) argues that climate change impacts may differ from region to 

region but gendered consequences are a common global phenomenon. Freitas (2010, p. 10)11 

states that  “the impacts of climate change are not gender neutral and are likely to exacerbate 

existing gender inequalities and socially constructed gender roles”. The IPPC (2014, p.1067) 

adds that climate change has gendered consequences and women are likely to suffer more 

than men due to their differentiated roles, responsibilities and unequal status within regions, 

generations, ages, classes and occupations.  

Gendered impacts of climate change are closely related to the gender division of labour 

for women across the world. Balgis (2009, p. 54) points out that the main responsibility for 

water and energy supply related to household food security falls firmly on women’s 

shoulders in rural areas of developing countries, which are the primarily affected sectors. 

Eunice and Gry (2011, p. 40) state that in African and Asian countries, drought and shortage 

of water significantly increase women’s workload in terms of collecting water and firewood. 

Even in urban areas women spend several hours queuing for water, which reduces social 

participation or opportunities for economic activity (Brody, Demetriades and Esplen, 2008, p. 

6). A study conducted by FAO (2010, pp. 24–31) observes similar finding: due to an increase 

in workload, women have less time to participate in social activities and are forced to 

undertake non-agricultural income-generating activities. The FAO (2010) study also projects 

that women would suffer from food insecurity, social dislocation and an increase of poverty 

due to climate change.  

Other scholars have focused on food insecurity, which is one of the main impacts of 

climate change that directly affects women. McKune et al. (2015, p. 7) argue that local 

gender dynamics shape vulnerability and effects of climate change at the community, 

household and individual level as men and women play distinct roles in livestock 

maintenance, control and decision-making in relation to animal resources. A study on the 

rural women of Nepal by Regmi (2011, p. 39) reveals that an uncertain climate threatens 

women’s livelihood, which in turn impacts on their income and household food security. 

Other research by Bhattarai, Beilin and Ford (2015) in the Nepal Himalaya region 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 The statement was given in a speech for the Women’s Environment and Development Organization based on her 
experiences from Togo. 
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demonstrates that gender and agro-biodiversity interact with socio-economic conditions in a 

severely climate change affected sector.  

Most of the existing literature identifies the marginalised position of women, prevailing 

gender relations, economic dependency and lack of social and political power as factors that 

reinforce their vulnerabilities (Nelson et al., 2010). According to Milne (2005, p. 51), power 

relations that exclude women from power structures shape the gender dimension of climate 

change, particularly in rural contexts. Gender-insensitive programs limit women’s access to 

community services and infrastructure, hence creating significant difference between men 

and women in terms of the power of resilience (Silva and Jayathilaka, 2014, p. 880). 

According to Demetriades and Esplen (2008, p. 24) “women and girls have fewer capabilities 

and resources than men, this undermines their capacity to adapt to existing and predicted 

impacts of climate change”. These scholarly works suggest that the effect of climate change 

is a highly gendered phenomenon determined by prevailing gender power relations.  

Women’s Environmental Knowledge and Responses 

Beyond the vulnerability context, some feminist scholars focus on gender-differentiated 

experiences which generate from women’s relationship to nature and their attributed gender 

roles. This is an important part of coping strategies (Balgis, 2009; Demetriades and Esplen, 

2008). Eco-feminists believe in the direct connection between women and environmental 

degradation, arguing that women’s lives are connected with local ecosystems and that they 

respond accordingly (Glazebrook, 2011; Shiva, 1989; Shiva, 1993; Warren, 2000). 

Dankelman (2002, p. 23) argues that rural women, particularly in developing countries, are at 

the forefront of climate change challenges because they depend directly on nature and the 

environment. It seems that men and women interact with the environment in different ways. 

Consequently, many rural women’s groups are very active in their attempts to protect the 

environment from the threat of degradation through their own innovative and traditional 

ways; hence demonstrating their environmental activism (Jämting, 2009; Sachs, 1996;  Shiva, 

1989).  Activism to protect the environment occurs all over the world in different shapes and 

forms. For example, the Chipko and Narmada movements in India, the Green Belt Movement 

in Kenya, and Shrimp Cultivation Movement and Forest Preservation Movement in 

Bangladesh are evidence of rural women’s struggles for survival (Nasrin, 2012, p.163). 

Other scholars argued that gender roles and responsibilities influence the gendered 

knowledge, experience and activism for environmental issues (Agarwal, 1992; Resurrección, 
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2013; Rocheleau, 1995). Thus the persistent linkages between women and the environment 

generate gendered knowledge, develop the capacity to observe environmental change and 

offer sustainable development solutions (Momsen, 2004; Resurrección, 2013). Arora-Jonsson 

(2011, p. 745) highlights the ‘virtuous’ perspective of women in relation to climate change 

rather than only defining them as “vulnerable”. Dankelman (2002, p. 24) argues that women 

usually have the primary responsibility for particular types of resource management, which 

enriches their knowledge and connects them in a different way to the environment. Alston 

(2010, 2006) argues that relations between agriculture and gender are very different, since 

women and men enter into agriculture through different pathways, and that this is why their 

skills and knowledge also differ. Eunice and Gry (2011, p. 40) claim that African and Asian 

women play a central role in global food security as the largest labour force in agriculture. 

Globally, up to 50 percent of the agricultural labour force are women and they perform 

labour-intensive tasks manually (Balgis, 2009, p.54). Considering such contributions, it is 

argued that women’s roles in food security and as subsistence farmers are interconnected 

with climate change adaptation, which reinforces the importance of their position as “resilient 

and expert actors” (Glazebrook, 2011, p. 769). In addition, Jämting (2009, p. 2) claims that 

women take care of the environment more efficiently than men, which reinforces their 

position as ‘environmental-managers’. Milne (2005) affirms the precedence of rural women’s 

working capability through learning from generation to generation, using social capital and 

networking within the community. Enarson and Morrow (1998b, p. 8) state that, “women’s 

disaster experiences are a mosaic of need and capability as richly textured, intricate, and 

colorful as women’s many cultures”. However, women’s capability and dependency on the 

environment have largely been rooted in gender responsibilities and gender relations. 

Therefore, the notion of environment protector or household manager increases the burden on 

women (Nelson et al., 2002, p.52). Literature suggests that the connection between women 

and environment is not an isolated phenomenon in any geo-social context and women’s 

experiences and contributions are crucial in response to environmental change.  

2. 3.3: Adaptation and Sustainable Development 

In global climate change literature, adaptation and mitigation appear as a two inseparable 

issues in dealing with the impacts of climate change. Mitigation is defined as the physical 

process related to lowering carbon and greenhouse gas emissions (Eyzaguirre, 2007,  p. 18), 

whereas adaptation is defined as “adjustment in ecological, social, or economic systems in 

response to actual climatic stimuli and their effects or impacts” (Shaw, Fuad and Aminul, 
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2013, p. 8). Similarly, Eunice and Gry (2011, p. 42) note that mitigation aims to reduce 

emission of carbon and greenhouse gases, whereas adaptation focuses on coping with the 

changing situation and promoting sustainable development. It is also argued that the 

compound challenges of climate change caused by rapid industrialisation have led to 80 

percent of greenhouse gases emissions being issued from the world’s developed countries 

(Dankelman, 2002, p.22). The first critical attempts of the UNFCC to reduce greenhouse 

gases — the ‘Kyoto Protocol’ (1997) —  failed because major industrialised and developed 

countries such as the United States refused to sign and implement the treaty giving priority to 

their ‘domestic politico-economic’ issues instead (Feroz et al. 2009, p. 1178). Nonetheless, 

the European Union had set priority targets with the creation of the Clean Development 

Mechanism (CDM) to cut its greenhouse gas emissions substantially by 2050 to 30% 

compared to the level in 1990 (UN Climate Change NewsRoom, 2015). In addition, a number 

of EU member states have already developed adaptation strategies which include adaptation 

measures such as consuming less water, developing flood protections systems and producing 

drought resilient crops (European Commission Press Database, 2015). In addition, the most 

recent climate change conference (COP–21) in Paris has adopted some significant decisions 

to deal with global climate change problems. Some important outcomes include: 

• Reaffirm the goal of limiting global temperature increase well below 2 degrees Celsius, 

while urging efforts to limit the increase to 1.5 degrees; 

• Establish binding commitments by all parties to make “nationally determined contributions” 

(NDCs), and to pursue domestic measures aimed at achieving them; 

• Commit all countries to report regularly on their emissions and “progress made in 

implementing and achieving” their NDCs, and to undergo international review; 

• Reaffirm the binding obligations of developed countries under the UNFCCC to support the 

efforts of developing countries, while for the first time encouraging voluntary contributions 

by developing countries as well; 

• Call for a new mechanism, similar to the Clean Development Mechanism under the Kyoto 

Protocol, enabling emission reductions in one country (C2ES, 2015, p.1). 

 The Paris Agreement (2015) has also endorsed robust adaptation planning, particularly for 

developing countries. It includes the preparation of three-year adaptation plans to identify 

needs and take necessary measures to support adaptation in developing countries (UNFCCC, 
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2015, p. 7). Curran (2015, p. 18)  agrues that the ‘mainstreaming’ of environmentalism as a 

socio-political movement is crucial for sustainability. However, Parry (2009, p. 5) argues that 

even if mitigation targets are fully achieved, it is not possible to completely eradicate climate 

change impacts and therefore diverse adaptation strategies are essential to reduce global 

vulnerability. Thus, adaptation is considered inevitable, particularly for many developing and 

least developing countries that fall victim to some of its most significant impacts (Ayers and 

Forsyth, 2009). The IPCC (2014) also states that: 

Adaptation needs arise when the anticipated risks or experienced impacts of climate 

change require action to ensure the safety of populations and the security of assets, 

including ecosystems and their services. Adaptation needs are the gap between what 

might happen as the climate changes and what we would desire to happen. The use of the 

term has also shifted with the framing of adaptation. In the National Adaptation 

Programmes of Action (NAPAs) needs were usually discussed in terms of major 

vulnerabilities and priority adaptation activities, and, in both developing and developed 

countries, this hazard-based approach with a focus on drivers of impacts and options to 

moderate them is still used often for urban or regional programs. But more recently, the 

focus has been on tackling the underlying causes of vulnerability such as informational, 

capacity, financial, institutional, and technological needs (Noble et al. 2014, p. 835). 

Adaptation is mostly defined as a continuous process of involving various strategies to adjust 

or cope with climate change. Smit and Wandel (2006, p. 282) describe climate change 

adaptation as practices and arrangements to deal better with, or adjust to, climate change-

related vulnerabilities. Adaptation carried out by individuals is a long-standing practice in 

response to extreme weather events (Adger, 2003; de Menocal, 2001), because human society 

itself has some inbuilt resilience. However, Adger (2003, p. 391) argues that these procedures 

are not always autonomous or self-directed; they are influenced by many social factors that 

include relationships between people and their networks, abilities, social capital, and overall 

with the state system. Again he noted that adaptation often depends on collective actions 

undertaken at the individual level (Adger, 2003, p. 388). Renaud and Perez (2010, p. 155) 

support the idea by defining adaptation as “anticipatory, autonomous and planned”. 

Therefore, the literature suggests that adaptation can be a set of coping strategies of 

indigenous or locally generated practices by individuals or communities; conversely, it can be 

arranged more formally by governments for the affected communities in order to support 

them.       
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Community Based Adaptation (CBA) is commonly considered a more successful 

approach in adaptation discourse. According to Ayers and Forsyth (2009, p.24), community-

based adaptation addresses the vulnerability of local people, develops adaptation strategies 

through a participatory process, and enhances the capacity of local people and stakeholders. 

Blanco (2006, p. 145) argues that community-based adaptation is a process or response to 

enhance the resilience capacity of local livelihood, and  ‘learning by doing’ can support local 

people to achieve their goal. Huq and Reid (2007, p. 1) affirm that it is easy for a community 

to predict and project the climate variability, and their indigenous knowledge, capacity and 

practice can help them to cope with the changing situation. Furthermore, Naess, Polack and 

Chinsinga (2011) suggest another strength of community-based adaptation is that the 

approach can identify the gap between policy and practice from practical experience and 

knowledge. Rodima-Taylor, Olwig and Chhetri (2012, p. 108) demonstrate the idea of 

reshaping and reinterpreting climate change adaptation through local participation as a “new 

space for local agency” which is the central idea of community-based adaptation. Thus, 

community-based adaptation is an important part of the adaptation discussion. 

Climate change impacts are not separate from “social, economic and political factors” 

(Ayers and Forsyth, 2009, p. 25), so adaptation is considered as an issue of sustainable 

development in terms of “both equity and environment integrity in the long term” (Eriksen 

and Brown, 2011, p. 3). Therefore, context specific need-based activities and local collective 

actions are important in achieving the goal of sustainable development (Rodima et al., 2012). 

Parry (2009, p. 8) argues that one of the main reasons of unsustainable development is the 

inability to handle the adverse impacts of climate change. To address the challenges of 

poverty and inequality, a paradigm shift is required in adaptation approaches. Eriksen and 

Selboe (2012) assert that sustainable development is able to address social and environmental 

vulnerability along with poverty. Noble et al. (2014) argue that if climate resilience is 

considered a developmental issue, then the combination of adaptation and mitigation is 

important in achieving the goal of sustainable development. Therefore, it is strongly argued 

that climate change adaptation requires new approaches that consider complex interactions 

between socio-economic and ecological systems linked to sustainable development. Paavola 

(2008, p. 651) argues from her experience in rural Tanzania that a single solution is not 

enough for enhancing adaptive capacity of the affected population; several ‘complementary 

measures’ such as effective resource management, market participation, agricultural 

innovation, livelihood diversification and new social programs need to be introduced. 



39	  
	  	  

Similarly, Jabeen, Johnson and Allen (2010, p. 418) claim that to reduce the vulnerability of 

urban poor, both macro and micro-level adaptation approaches are effective solutions.  

Integrating disaster risk reduction with climate change adaptation is now another emerging 

approach. Islam and Sumon (2013, p. 83) contend that a combination of both approaches is 

required to address the challenge of sustainability. Davies et al. (2008, p. 111) also suggest 

that combining the three approaches of adaptation, disaster risk reduction and social 

protection together can enhance the resilience of agriculture-dependent rural communities.  

However, it is also claimed that an effective adaptation strategy depends on effective 

initiatives and its success relies on prioritising important areas through better integration in 

overall development activities. Naess, Polack and Chinsinga (2011, p. 98) state that climate 

change adaptation is a relatively new policy area and, in response, climate affected countries 

have, over the last few years, started to develop pilot strategies. Policy responses alone are 

however not enough: the success of adaptation relies on the overall integration process with 

development. As Ayers et al. (2014) note, the mainstreaming of adaptation strategies into 

national development plans has to be undertaken as an integrated issue. Ford et al. (2010) 

suggest that mainstreaming climate change adaptation policies into development plans is the 

most effective means of reducing vulnerability and enhancing adaptive capacity. Indeed, the 

inclusion of ‘environmental sustainability’ as one of the Millenum Development Goals 

(MDGs) supports the view that development and climate change adaptation are not separate 

issues; an appropriate development approach can achieve the goal of sustainable adaptation.  

Gender Considerations in Climate Change Adaptation  

As discussed above, men and women interact with their environment in different ways so it is 

widely argued that women can contribute “important knowledge and insights to adaptation 

and mitigation decision-making processes” (Demetriades and Esplen, 2008, p. 24). It is also 

acknowledged that climate change has become a challenge in terms of sustainable 

development for disadvantaged populations, particularly women who suffer 

disproportionately from its impacts (Nampinga 2008, p. 3). Therefore, a wide range of 

literature highlights the importance of gender considerations in adaptation, arguing that this 

issue is overlooked in the overall policy processes across the world. Hemmati and Röhr 

(2009, p. 20) express the concern that even though social consequences are considered in 

climate change debates and policies, gender is yet to be considered. Bhattari, Beilin and Ford 

(2015, p.131) argue that there is little consideration of gender-differentiated adaptation 
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practices at the local level; rather, policies and practices are largely driven by the economic 

model emphasising technology and commercial production. Overall, a clear difference is 

visible between men and women in relation to receiving institutional services and 

government support (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). Arora-Jonsson justifies her argument referring to 

a case in rural India where women are consistently discriminated against in gaining access to 

services, are paid less in government projects, and where information is mostly delivered to 

men and more services are available for men (2011, p. 749). Women’s exclusion is explained 

as the result of gender power relations as a deeply rooted social factor, which determines their 

access to institutional support and impacts on climate change resiliency (Lambrou and 

Nelson, 2010). 

         However, women’s traditional knowledge base and women’s experiences to deal with 

climate change contribute significantly to successful adaptation strategies (Glazebrook, 2011, 

p. 777). Milne (2005, p. 24) proposes that the inclusion of gender perspectives, particularly in 

relation to rural women in the policy process, is a vital step for a sustainable climate change 

response because women have the capability to protect the environment and manage natural 

resources in response to climate change. Similarly, Demetriades and Esplen (2008, p. 29) 

suggest that incorporating local knowledge, experiences and gender specific coping practices 

could help develop more effective and sustainable adaptation policies and programs. Nelson 

et al. (2002, p. 54) reveal a different dimension of women’s engagement in climate change 

adaptation projects as one that challenges and changes traditional gender norms and relations 

at the household and community level. Thus, women’s inclusion in climate change adaptation 

policies can create the space for transformative change in gender power relations, which is 

important for sustainable development. Alston (2014, pp. 292–293) emphasises redesigning 

women focused policies in order to reduce their vulnerability, and to achieve gender equality 

through revisiting gender mainstreaming processes in overall climate change adaptation. 

Furthermore, Ahmed (2012, p. v) argues that women have the capability to work as change 

agents if institutions promote gender-sensitive adaptation practices. A policy brief from the 

Global Gender and Climate Alliance (2013, p. 5) recommends that for gender responsiveness 

there is a need to “integrate throughout climate change programming in order to effectively 

address both women’s and men’s needs and priorities, ensure the full and meaningful 

participation of women and achieve gender-equitable outcomes”. These arguments and 

statements suggest that without gender considerations, particularly women’s perspectives, it 

is not possible to develop a robust climate change adaptation process or achieve sustainable 

development. 
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2.4: Chapter Summary 

Change in global climate is now not a matter of possibility but a matter of well  established 

reality. The impact of climate change has been observed through both physical and ecological 

changes over the past century. The Fifth Assessment Report of IPCC  (2014) shows that there 

is strong evidence that human-induced climate change is happening all over the world. 

Extreme weather conditions appear to be increasing in terms of both intensity and frequency. 

As a result, the world is increasingly faced with uncertain risks of climate change that 

ultimately affect human wellbeing. Therefore, climate change is not just confined to an 

atmospheric phenomenon; its social dimension threatens human livelihood and security. It 

follows that the world’s poorest and most disadvantaged countries are disproportionately 

vulnerable to climate change. Their socio-economic structures are mostly dependent on 

natural resources that are hardest hit by climate change and they have lack of resources and 

capacity to adapt.  

Women of the affected countries are regarded as more vulnerable than men because the 

majority of them live in poverty, particularly in the developing world. Moreover, gender-

differentiated roles and responsibilities as well gender norms and gender power relations 

position women differently to men in any disaster or environmental degradation. Therefore, 

climate change cannot be considered a gender-neutral phenomenon. Adapting to climate 

change is also a global concern, particularly for the developing countries. Thus climate 

change has become an issue of development and under-development. Only appropriate 

adaptation measures can address the issue effectively to achieve the goal of sustainable 

development.  As an equal partner in, and significant contributor to, sustainable development 

women have much to offer the goal of climate adaptation.  

The selected feminist environmental theories for my study offer the opportunity to 

consider gender perspectives in climate change as a critical issue, particularly in adaptation 

discourse for a better and sustainable solution. They provide the capacity to understand 

women’s relationship with nature in the context of environmental problems caused by climate 

change. Theoretical perspectives are also useful in analysing institutional and community 

approaches to gender and climate change adaptation. Furthermore, Feminist Political Ecology 

can be a useful tool to understand the gendered institutional structures and processes in 

relation to women’s agency in dealing with climate change adaptation. This is important, as a 

key focus of my thesis is to analyse the dynamics involved in gendered environmental 
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processes and gendered institutions and administrative bodies that marginalise women’s 

knowledge and experiences.  

The next chapter will provide a detailed discussion of the research approach, design and 

data collection method of my study. 
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Chapter Three   

Research Methodology 

This chapter presents the overall research design of the thesis. The chapter is divided into six 

sections: the approach of the research is described in the first section; the selection process of 

the study areas is outlined in the second section; a brief description of the socio-demographic 

context of four research fields is presented in section three; the complete research design and 

methods for data collection are described in section four; section five reviews the data 

analysis process; and finally the limitations and difficulties faced during data collection are 

discussed in section six.  

3.1: Research Approach 

My thesis is a qualitative study that focuses on a deeper understanding and examination of 

the phenomenon or the issue at hand. The main strength of a qualitative study is that it 

concentrates on a smaller scale but captures deeper insights than the large samples that 

quantitative studies use (Griffin, 2004; Rowley, 2002). My study is about the potential 

climate change impacts on affected communities in Bangladesh and the different adaptation 

initiatives that have been undertaken. As a qualitative study, I have chosen the ‘case study’ 

approach to achieve the aims and objectives of my study because case studies are more 

appropriate for qualitative research and qualitative data (Rose, Spinks and Canhoto, 2015). 

From Yin’s (2014, p. 16) viewpoint, case studies are the best approach for understanding 

complex social phenomena, particularly real life events. He explained a case study as an 

“empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and 

within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context 

are not clearly evident”. According to Bromley (1990, p. 302) the case study is a “systematic 

inquiry into an event or a set of related events which aims to describe and explain the 

phenomenon of interest”. To compare case studies with other research strategies Rose, Spinks 

and Canhoto (2015, p. 1) argue that a case study can investigate one or more specific 

instances or cases that comprise the specific case for the study. King, Keohane and Verba 



44	  
	  	  

(1994) also state that this type of research approach is applicable in the social sciences where 

particular events, institutions, locations, issues, legislation or policies are studied. The case 

study method in qualitative research is important because it can analyse particular phenomena 

or events closely and in detail. Yin (1994, p. 1) notes that “case studies are the preferred 

strategy when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, and when the focus is on a 

contemporary phenomenon”. Generally ‘how’ ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions are the foundation 

of qualitative research including exploratory, descriptive or explanatory research and a case 

study approach supports the ‘deeper and more detailed investigation’ that is needed to answer 

these queries (Rowley, 2002, p. 17). Thus, this approach provides opportunities for 

researchers to achieve an in-depth understanding of the topic by applying a range of data 

collection techniques and using evidence from multiple sources for triangulation (Yin, 2009, 

p. 14).  

The purpose of my study is to develop a better understanding of climate change’s 

impacts on selected communities, gender-differentiated vulnerabilities and women’s coping 

strategies in the four different climate change affected areas of Bangladesh. In addition, it 

examines women’s roles and how are they are included or excluded in different climate 

change adaptation programs and policies. This requires an in-depth inquiry. The case study 

approach is hence appropriate for an extensive description of this real context, allowing 

observations of its complexity and diversity: “case study research can also facilitate a holistic 

perspective on causality because it treats the case as a specific whole” (Rose, Spinks and 

Canhoto, 2015, p. 3). The case study method also allows the inclusion of many social units or 

cases within a single case study using a variety of data collection techniques (Yin, 2014, 

p.18). Liberman (2005, p. 435) describes the approach of the study as ‘Nested Analysis’. 

Therefore, this thesis will take the opportunity to undertake a nested analysis of multiple 

adaptation programs within the single case of Bangladesh. 

The main strength of a case study is its unit of analysis (Rowley, 2002, p. 19). The unit 

of the study is defined as ‘case’ by Yin (2014, p. 16).  I have selected the four 

programs/fields as units of anlaysis for my case study of Bangladesh based on some frequent 

and common climate-induced hazards and the programs/projects dealing with these problems. 

The selected cases for this study are the three main climate-induced hazards of drought, 

cyclone, and landslides in the northern, southern and south-eastern parts of Bangladesh 

respectively. Finally, I have chosen another local indigenous flood adaptation practice in the 

central area of Bangladesh as an informal area of adaptation. Government and its 



45	  
	  	  

development partners carry out mainly formal adaptation programs whereas local 

communities themselves initiate many local level autonomous coping practices based on their 

traditional knowledge base. Therefore, these four major climate-induced hazards and 

adaptation practices were selected to achieve a broader view of the overall topic. Although a 

case study cannot generalise findings like survey or statistical analysis can, it offers analytical 

generalisation through multiple cases (Yin, 2003, pp. 47–48). Rowley (2002, p. 20) argues 

that, “in analytic generalisation, each case is viewed as an experiment, and not a case within 

an experiment. The greater the number of case studies that show replication the greater the 

rigour with which a theory has been established”. Yin argues (2003, p. 53) that more than one 

case or multiple cases produce stronger analysis. Therefore, I selected these four programs in 

line with the case study methodology. The main considerations for selecting the programs 

are: (a) geo-social conditions of the areas (b) affected groups (c) types of vulnerabilities (d) 

adaptation or coping practices (e) program-implementing organisations, and (f) local 

stakeholders.  

3.2: Selection of Programs 

Bangladesh is one of the countries significantly impacted by climate change. A number of 

climate-induced hazards such as cyclones, floods, drought, salinity intrusion and sea level 

rise affect Bangladesh almost yearly in terms of human casualties, infrastructure damage and 

economic losses (Ahmed, 2006; Ali, 1999; Basak, Basak and Rahman, 2015 Choudhury et 

al., 2005; Shamsuddoha and Chowdhury, 2007). Although this study focuses on Bangladesh, 

the issue is a global one. Bangladesh is in many ways a typical example of many other under-

developed South Asian countries confronting similar kinds of climate change impacts. In a 

country like Bangladesh, the social vulnerabilities of climate change are strongly connected 

with its poverty and gender inequality (see Chapters One and Four). Its under-resourced 

socio-economic sectors and unequal gender relations offer similarities with many countries 

all over the world. It is thus quite possible to apply the findings of this study to other 

developing countries in considering the future way forward.  

Map 3.1 Presents the locations of the programs selected for the study in Bangladesh. 
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Map 3.1: Locations of the Programs Studied for the Study in Bangladesh 

	  	  	  	   	  
           Bangladesh with District Administrative Boundary 
            
            
 
         Source: www.daily-knowdege.net. 

 

The selected fields are chosen from southern, northern, south-eastern and the central parts of 

Bangladesh on the basis of cyclone and salinity prone areas, drought prone areas, landslide 

affected areas and flood prone areas respectively. I selected the cases on the basis of earlier 

studies and reports documenting climate hazards and vulnerabilities. Among those I chose 

four prominent climate-induced disasters from four different regions of Bangladesh. Since 

my study focuses on climate change, it covers most of the climate change-related major 

hazards in the country. Based on statistical data obtained from different sources, I selected a 

program related to cyclones, since it is one of the main disasters effecting almost 17 coastal 

districts out of the 64 districts of Bangladesh every year. Moreover, in the recent past the 

effects of cyclones appeared to be more prominent in terms of frequency and intensity in the 

coastal belt of the country, which is attributable to climate change. Prolonged high 

Cyclone and Salinity  
Prone Region:  Dacope 
Upzila of Khulna  District 
and Mongla Upazila of 
Bagerhat district 

	  

Drought Prone 
Region: Sapahar 
Upzila of Nagaon 
District in the northern 
part of the country. 

	  

Landslides Affected 
Area: Cox’s Bazar 
Municipality  

	  

Nizra Union of 
Gopalganj district one 
of the most flood 
affected districts in the 
country 
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temperatures and irregular precipitation trends in the northern part of the country have 

resulted in frequent seasonal droughts over the past few decades; these events are also 

considered an impact of climate change in Bangladesh. Landslide is a relatively new 

phenomenon due to uneven rainfall over the last few years in the hilly districts of the country. 

The migrated populations who live in the hilly urban settlement are the group most affected 

and at risk of this hazard. As a new urban hazard, it was important to include this in my 

study. I considered different actors, implementing agencies and activities in obtaining diverse 

information about climate change adaptation strategies. Finally, my study explores an 

indigenous knowledge-based practice that has been used by local people to cope with flood, 

which is now a common climatic phenomenon of the country. Although the government, 

donor agencies, NGOs and other stakeholders in Bangladesh are carrying out a number of 

adaptation programs and projects, they cannot reach every section of the vulnerable 

community. Local adaptation practices are thus very important. The following section 

provides detailed information about the geographical fields where the selected programs are 

taking place. 

3.3: Description of Fields 

Field 1: Cyclone and Salinity prone area  

Geographical location:  

Khulna Division (Southern part) 

Dacope Upazila (Khulna district)  

Mongla Upzila (Bagerhat district)  

Selected program:  

Cyclone Preparedness Program         
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Map 3.2:             Map 3.3: 

Cyclone Affected Areas of Bangladesh    Location of Khulna and Bagerhat District 

	   	  

Sources: SPARRSO (n.d.); LGED (2015) 

Mongla is the second biggest seaport of the country surrounded by Rampal Upazila on the 

north, the Bay of Bengal on the south, Morelganj and Sarankhola Upazilas on the east and 

Dacope Upazila on the west (UDMP,  2014a, p. 2). The total land area of Upazila is 1461.20 

square kilometres; out of that the Sundarban12 holds 1083 square kilometres (UDMP,13 

2014a, p. 1). It has 32383 households and a total population of 137,947, of which males make 

up 54.73 percent and females 45.27 percent (BBS, 2011). The average literacy rate of the 

population is 42.8 percent (BBS, 2011). Shrimp cultivation and agriculture are the main 

sources of income and economic activities of these areas (UDMP, 2014a, p. 2). The 

livelihood of a number of communities depends on the natural resources of the local 

mangrove forest Sundarban. About 13 local, national, international NGOs are working in 

Mongla, mainly carrying out micro credit, education, health, water and sanitation, and 

development awareness activities; in addition, these organisations provide the disaster risk 

reduction and climate change adaptation support for the community.14 

Dacope Upazila is surrounded by Batiaghata Upazila on the north, Pashur River on the 

south, Rampal and Mongla Upazilas on the east and Paikgachha and Koyra Upazilas on the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 According to Rahman and Asaduzzana, “Sundarban is the largest mangrove wetland in the world. It covers an area of 
about 1mha, of which 60% is located in Bangladesh and the remaining western portion, comprising 40%, lies in India. They 
protect our coast from heavy wind, tidal waves, coastal erosion and sea water intrusion, generate substantial quantities of 
fishery resources and provide many useful forestry products” (Rahman and Asaduzzman, 2010, p.35).  
13 Upazila Disaster Management Plan, Mongla, Bagerhat. 
14 Mongla Upazila social welfare officer, personal communication, September 10, 2013. 
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west (UDMP, 2014b, p. 2). The total land area of this Upazila is 991.98 square kilometres, 

with the Sundarban holding 1283 square kilometres and hosting 29600 households (UDMP, 

2014b, p. 4). The total population is 158,309, of which males comprise 50.75 percent and 

females 49.25 percent; the average literacy rate is 37.6 percent (BBS, 2011). Agriculture is 

the main economic activity of the area, using up a total of 18657 hectares of land. In addition, 

prawn cultivation and fishing is the source of income for some inhabitants, whilst a number 

of people also maintain their livelihood by relying on the natural resources of the local 

mangrove forest Sundarban. About 29 local, national, international NGOs are carrying out 

development activities in Mongla, which include micro credit, education, health, water and 

sanitation, and awareness building of development activities; some organisations are involved 

in disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation activities.15 

Mongla and Dacope are the two southern sub-districts (Upazila)16 of Bangladesh under 

Bagerhat and Khulna districts respectively. Both the Upazilas are situated on the bank of the 

local river Pashur. The areas were chosen because they are the most cyclone and salinity 

prone areas of the country. The Sundarban is on the south which was one of the worst 

affected areas during cyclones SIDR, AILA and MOHASEN in 2007, 2009 and 2013 

respectively. Within a number of disaster management and climate change adaptation 

programs I have selected the Cyclone Preparedness Program as the first government initiative 

in 1972 for cyclone preparedness with the aim of developing disaster resilient coastal 

communities. 

Field 2: Drought prone area 

Geographical location:  

Rajshai Division (Northern part) 

Shapahar Upazila (Naogaon district) 

Babupur and Haripur Union 

Selected Program:  

A livelihood-based drought adaptation program supported by Action Aid. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Dacope Upazila social welfare officer, personal communication, September 15, 2013. 
16 Bangladesh has seven administrative divisions. Within these the urban local government has a single tier and the rural 
local government has three tiers: 64 Districts, which are divided into around 500 Upazilas (sub-districts). Upazilas are 
subdivided again into around 4,500 Union Parishad. Each Upazila has an elected chairman, a female vice-chairman and nine 
members including reserved seats for women (Rahman, 2012). 
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	  	  	  	  	  Map 3.4:            Map 3.5: 

    Drought Map of Bangladesh                         Location of Naogaon District 

	  

	  	  Sources: BARC (2000); LGED (2015). 

Sapahar Upazila is a sub district of Naogaon district of the Rajshahi division. Shapar Upazila 

is surrounded by the West Bengal state of India on the north and west, Porsha Upazila on the 

south, and Patnitala Upazila on the east. The Upazila has two main water bodies: the river 

Punarbhaba and the Jabai Beel. The total land area of Sapahar is 244.49 square kilometres 

and it hosts 19,770 households; the total population of Sapahar Upazila is 161,792 and the 

ratio of male to female population is 1: 1.16 (UDMP, 2014c, p. 8). Most of the population 

follows the Muslim religion, though 2.01 percent of the population are ethnic minorities who 

follow their own traditions, culture and religions (BBS, 2011). The percentage of literate 

population of Sapahar Upazila is 47.1 (7+ years). Agriculture is the main occupation, 

involving 52.15 percent of its inhabitants whereas the rest of the population are agricultural 

labourers (22.58 percent, who have not won land and sell agricultural labour), wage labourers 

(3.07 percent), businessmen (7.14 percent), service providers (7.47 percent) and others (7.59 

percent). The Upazila has a total of 25, 162 hectares of cultivable land on which crops 

cultivation is allocated as follows: 62 percent grows a single crop, 29 percent a double crop 

and nine percent a triple crop (UDMP, 2014c, p. 12). Approximately 15 national, 

international and local NGOs are working in this Upazila providing education, health, micro-

credit, medical services and education loans for their beneficiaries.17 In addition, they are 

implementing large-scale community or social forestry as a part of drought adaptation 

programs.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Sapahar Upazila social welfare officer, personal communication, October 15, 2013. 



51	  
	  	  

Drought is a regular phenomenon in the north-west region of Bangladesh where this 

Upazila is situated (CDMP, 2013). According to the drought map prepared by the Bangladesh 

Agricultural Research Council (BARC, 2000), the Naogaon district is in the first position in 

terms of severity ranking and Shapahar Upazila is one of most the severely affected areas of 

the district. Both seasonal and prolonged droughts are causing serious problems for the 

cultivation of crops and they create seasonal unemployment for agriculture-dependent 

populations. A number of adaptation initiatives have been undertaken by different actors to 

cope with drought impacts. Among them I selected a program which is implemented by one 

of the Bangladeshi Government’s development partners, Action Aid Bangladesh.  

Field-3 Landslides affected area 

Geographical location: 

Chittagong Division (South-Eastern part) 

Cox’s Bazar Municipality (Cox’s Bazar district) 

Ward Jadipahar and Ward Mohajer Para  

Selected program: 

Community-based early warning for Landslides Resiliency program  

Figure 3.1: Landslides Affected Areas    Map 3.6: Location of Cox’s Bazar District  

	  	   	  

  Sources: Field Visit Photograph (2013); LGED (2015).  
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Cox’s Bazar is a district of Chittagong division and one of the world’s longest (120 

kilometres) natural sea beaches (Hassan and Shahnewaz, 2014, p. 32). It is situated at the 

basin of the Bay of Bengal in the south and west; bordered by Chittagong district in the north, 

and Myanmar in the east. Cox’s Bazaar district is comprised of islands, rivers, hills and flat 

lands with an area of 2491.86 square kilometres (MDMP, 2014, p. 4). It was constituted as a 

municipality in 1869 and it covers an area of 6.85 square kilometres with 27 mahallas and 

nine wards and has a population of 51,918 (Ahammed, 2010, p. 1). Cox’s Bazar is also the 

main sea port of Bangladesh.  

Tourism is the major source of income in Cox’s Bazar, consequently people are 

involved with associated tourist activities (Hassan and Shahnewaz, 2014). Fishing and 

collecting seafood and sea products are also the main sources of a large number of people’s 

livelihood (Ahammed, 2010). Sea products-related activities such as selling different types of 

oysters, snails and pearl ornaments are mainly backed by women’s home-based informal 

labour and are very popular businesses with tourists in seaside and city stores.18 In addition, 

Cox’s Bazar is also considered one of the major aquaculture producer districts in Bangladesh, 

which is a major source of foreign export revenue. Cox’s Bazar plays an important role in the 

national economy with its small-scale agriculture, marine and inland fishing, salt production 

and other industrial sources (Hassan and Shahnewaz, 2014, p. 33). As a consequence, rapid 

urbanisation is also happening here.  

According to a study by CDMP (2012a), Cox’s Bazaar has experienced major problems 

with landslides over the last few years. This study (CDMP 2012a, pp. 11–12) claims that 

between 1999–2010, a total of 268 people were killed due to several landslides and in 2007 

one landslide alone killed 127 people in Chittagong. The government of Bangladesh, with the 

support of the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center, has initiated community-based early 

warning systems at two urban municipalities, Cox’s Bazar and Teknaf, as a part of landslides 

risk mitigation and development of community resilience. I selected this community-based 

adaptation program because it is the first initiative that addresses landslide hazards by the 

government with the support of a development partner. 

	  

 

 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Women affairs officer, personal communication, December 12, 2013. 
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Field 4:  Flood prone area 

Geographical location:  

Gopalgonj district (Middle part)  

Nizra Union (Gopalgonj Sadar Upazila) 

Selected adaptation practice: 

Floating Garden — an indigenous flood adaptation practice  

   Map 3.7:            Map 3.8: 

   Flood Water Map of Bangladesh                    Location Map of Gopalgonj District 

                 

	  Sources: SPARRSO (n.d.); LGED (2015)	  

Nizra is a Union Parisha19 under Gopalganj Sadar Upazila of Gopalgonj District. It is situated 

at the bank of river Madhumati. Agriculture is the predominant economic activity of this area 

which produces a variety of crops such as rice, sugarcane, wheat, vegetables, spices, jute, 

pulses and other minor cereals. People are also involved in non-farm activities such as small 

businesses, construction works, hospitality and transport in the nearby Gopalgonj town, 

although female participation in non-farm activities is very low (UDMP, 2014d). 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Union parishad is the oldest and lowest tier of local government of Bangladesh. It has been functioning for more than a 
100 years for the local development of the country.  At present there are 4480 Union parishads which have directly elected 
local representatives: one Chairman and nine members, including three female members (MoLGE, 2011). 
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As discussed above, Bangladesh is one of the most flood affected countries in the 

world, with floods occurring almost yearly in different regions. According to the flood map 

(CDMP, 2014c), Gopalgnj is one of the most flood prone districts. Union Nizra is in the 

middle region of Bangladesh, located in the flood plain and in the middle of marshy land. The 

settlements are scattered on raised land to avoid seasonal flooding. Almost half of the year 

the village remains under water as the large flood plain continues to be the basin of large 

catchment areas across the Upzilla.20 About 90 percent of the village area is not usable for 

normal vegetation except deep-water rice which can grow 25 cm (9.8 inch) a day to reach a 

length of up to seven metres (23 feet) and survive in four metres (13 feet) deep water. Since 

flood is a regular phenomenon in Bangladesh, people have learnt how to live with it. A 

number of coping strategies are practiced across the country; among those the floating garden 

is a unique livelihood practice, which I have selected as an example of local indigenous 

coping practice for my study.  

3.4: Research Design, Data Collection and Methodology 

3.4.1: Research Design 

As a case study, I designed my study as qualitative research and collected data by following 

qualitative data collection techniques such as observation, focus group discussion and in-

depth interviews.  The identified objectives of my study are neither quantifiable nor 

measureable by any statistical analysis. In order to collect the information required to fulfil 

the objectives of my research, it was necessary to collect the narratives of the study 

participants to understand women’s experiences of climate change and their roles in the 

adaptation process.  For these reasons, I did not adopt any quantitative approach in my study. 

I followed several steps in designing this study. I reviewed related literature from a range of 

books, journals articles, reports and electronic sources. I then selected cases based on specific 

criteria such as severity of effects, type of activities and adaptation initiatives by state and 

non-state actors. The overall research design is illustrated as follows in Figure 3.2. 

	  

	  

	   	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Gopalgonj Upazila agriculture officer, personal communication, September 20, 2013. 
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Figure 3.2: Schematic Diagram of the Thesis 

	  

	  
	  

 3.4.2: Data Collection Methods and Selection of Participants 

To achieve the objectives of the study, I used both primary and secondary sources for 

collecting relevant data and information. The main sources of primary data were from field 

observation, focus group discussions, semi-structured interviews with local people, in-depth 

interviews with women and interviews with key informants at the national level. I designed 

two sets of questionnaires based on the research questions and aims of this study: one for the 

local level and the other for national level key informants. A detailed description of the data 

collection process is as follows.  

I visited each field area two or three times, to understand and gather experiences about 

the impacts of climate change on people’s daily life activities. These observations helped me 

to understand real life problems, practical needs and coping practices of locals. In the course 

of this fieldwork, I observed local geographical conditions and climatic change impacts 
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through discussions of the experiences of local people. As my study was conducted in the 

four different regions of Bangladesh, I made a total of 10 trips to these regions to conduct 

focus group discussions (FGDs) and interviews with affected community members and 

program stakeholders, staying three to four days each time. 

I conducted 11 FGDs with the selected communities in particular areas. These include 

10 FGDs in cyclone and salinity impacted areas, drought prone areas, and landslides affected 

areas. Three FGDs, each comprising 10 to 12 participants, were arranged in each area (four 

FGDs were conducted in cyclone salinity prone areas). One was a mixed male-female 

participants group and two were with female participants only. Among the female focus 

groups, one was with beneficiaries of the program and another was with members of a 

grassroots women’s organisation. Alongside these, I conducted two FGDs in the indigenous 

flood adaptation area: one was with both men and women and the other was with local 

women in a particular locality.  

The participants in the FGDs were arranged through the selected programs. During the 

second field visit I conducted another FGD with the members of a women’s group in each 

area. These women’s groups are affiliated with the Department of Women’s Affairs (DWA) 

and a local DWA officer arranged the participants for the FGDs. I did not use any formal 

place for the FGDs and I allowed them to decide the time and venue at their convenience. 

Most of the FGDs were about two to three hours long and conducted during afternoons when 

participants were free.   

I selected two to three women from each area for in-depth interviews during the FGDs 

in order to prepare stories on their life experience. In total I conducted 10 in-depth interviews 

with women from various regions. Women were chosen based on four factors: women who 

were more expressive about their problems and solutions; women who had direct disaster 

experiences; women who attempted to overcome the situation; and women involved in a 

process of changing their lives. This was purposive sampling because my intention was to 

look at women’s individual experiences to explore their roles, indigenous knowledge and 

resilience in climate change adaptation and disaster management more intensively. These in-

depth discussions allowed the respondents to depict their daily life experiences, raise issues 

about their environment, climate change and their livelihood patterns to cope with the 

situation from a woman’s perspective. Furthermore, they offered me valuable insights into 

gender issues regarding vulnerability and adaptive capacity. For these in-depth interviews I 

needed to spend an extensive period with them at their houses. They allowed me to interview 



57	  
	  	  

them alongside their household work as it was difficult for them to spare four or five hours 

for me. 

I also conducted five interviews with local level government officials, NGOs staff, 

community leaders and local government representatives from each selected area, which 

added up to a total of 20 interviews. For the local level interviews I selected the key persons 

related to climate change adaptation at the local level such as local government 

representatives, heads of the local administration, officers from the DWA, and officers and 

related NGO personnel. I contacted them through the local DWA officer21 and later met them 

personally to set the interview schedule. Interviews were conducted in their offices or 

workplaces as they preferred. This process helped me to gather more practical information 

and provided scope for data triangulation and validation.  

For the national level expert interviews, I selected key players in climate change 

initiatives in Bangladesh such as professionals, activists, academics, practitioners and high 

level government and non-government officials. In order to conduct the interviews and to 

collect information I visited several ministries, government’s agencies, local government 

departments and INGO offices in Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh. In terms of key national 

level informants, I interviewed 20 key persons including policy making level government 

officials from the Ministry of Forestry and Environment, the Ministry of Disaster 

Management, the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs, upper level non-government 

officials, gender and environment activists, academics and experts (both local and national). 

These interviews enriched my knowledge of climate change impacts and vulnerabilities, as 

well as adaptation strategies in Bangladesh. In particular, they helped me to understand 

gender considerations within adaptation programs, policies and related issues.  

Table 3.1 presents a summary of the methods and number of participants of the study 

while Table 3.2 outlines the gender segregation of the interviewees. 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 As an assistant director of the DWA, it was the easiest way for me to communicate and get appointments with local key 
informants. 
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             Table: 3.1 Research Methods Used to Collect Data and Information 

Method Participants Number 
Primary data collection 

 
Focus group discussion  22 

 
Community members  
 
(A group of 10-12 participants) 
One mixed group; two female 
group 

 
11 FGDs (Approximately 130 
Participants) 
(3 FGDs from three fields, and 
2 FGDS in Indigenous practice 
so total 11 FGDs) 

 
Interviews with local 
program stakeholders23  

 
Local level government officials, 
workers of non-government 
organisations, community leaders, 
local government representatives 

 
20 (5 Interviews from each 
field) 

Field observation 
 

Respective Areas and Programs  4 selected fields 

 
Key informant interview24  

Policy makers, government 
officials, non-government 
officials, gender and environment 
activists, practitioners, 
academicians.  

 
20 KI from National and 
International  experts 

 
In depth interview25 

Women directly involving in 
adaption programs or individual 
response 

10 (2/3 women from each 
area) 

Secondary data collection 
 
Documentary research, institutional policy mapping and program documents analysis 

                            Table 3.2: Gender Segregation of the Interviewees 

Type of interviewee No. Female 
Interviewees 

No. Male 
Interviewees 

Total 

National level key 
Informants 

7 13 20 

Local level key 
Informants 

6 14 20 

In-depth interview 10  10 

Total 23 27 50 

Note: more women were in the FGDs compared to male participants; of a total of 130 participants  
90 were women and 40 were men. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Women’s groups henceforth stated as FGD.WG and mixed group as FGD.MG. 
23 Interviews with program stakeholders henceforth stated as LII (Local Informant Interviewee). 
24 National level key informant interview stated as KII. 
25 In-depth interview with individual women stated as IDI.  
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Secondary data related to the study were collected from various sources such as relevant 

government offices, international development agencies, NGOs and the libraries of research 

organisations. Different national and international policy documents, project documents, 

previous research and study reports, journal articles, maps and census data were also used as 

secondary data and information sources.  

3.5: Analysis 

As “interpretative and subjective research” (Lacey and Donna, 2007, p. 6), qualitative data 

analysis requires the “subjective interpretation of the content of the text data using the 

systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns” (Hsieh and 

Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). Therefore it is critical to summarise, classify and highlight 

important themes or ideas for data analysis of qualitative research. Bachman and Schutt 

(2014, p. 263) argue that “conceptualizing begins with a simple observation that is interpreted 

directly, ‘pulled apart’, and then put back together more meaningfully”. There are software 

packages or manual methods to analyse qualitative data. I undertook manual analysis by 

following the major steps of qualitative data analysis which include coding, identification of 

themes, recoding, development of categories, identification of relationships between 

categories and refinement of themes (see Lacey and Luff, 2007, p. 7). As my data size was 

not too large and hence manageable, manual analysis was appropriate (see Basit, 2003, 

p.152).  

I developed the questionnaires and talking points in English and then translated them in 

Bangla, which is the national and common language for Bangladeshi people. Before 

conducting all interviews and FGDs, verbal and written consent was collected from the 

participants. The interviews were tape recorded, verbatim transcriptions were prepared from 

the recordings and I then coded the data. Most interviews were in Bangla. I only translated 

direct quotes into English when I used them in my findings and analysis. I summarised the 

transcribed data and merged them under the thematic areas. These themes were developed on 

the basis of the objectives, research questions and the theoretical framework of my study. The 

themes include: climate change in Bangladesh, visible impacts of climate change, socio-

economic vulnerabilities, gender division of labour, women’s roles, gendered knowledge, 

gender perceptions and gender mainstreaming. Finally, I completed a thematic analysis based 

on the theoretical framework of my study. I adopted a feminist political ecology framework 

for my study. The purpose of my study is not theory development as such; rather its aim is to 
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contribute to and extend existing knowledge. Nevertheless, notions drawn from feminist 

theories of the environment are important in understanding and extending this knowledge 

base. Therefore, I used elements of the theoretical framework as analytical tools for the data 

analysis and I presented my discussion in a narrative analytical style. In addition, beside 

primary data analysis, I undertook a content analysis of secondary documents on climate-

induced hazards and affected communities to determine climate change impacts and 

vulnerability trends. Government documents, research and studies on related topics were 

analysed to investigate gender consideration in policy processes. 

3.6: Constraints and Limitations of the Study 

While the study covered four major climatic hazards from various regions, I could only 

conduct FGDs and interviews with a limited portion of the whole community. Due to the 

study’s timeframe, I had to limit the area coverage and number of participants within fixed 

boundaries. Furthermore, during my first field visit in September–December 2013, 

Bangladesh was facing an anti-government political movement and the country was in severe 

political turmoil. Continuous month-long strikes, road blockades, transport shutdowns and 

bomb threats formed part of the unrest. Consequently, my data collection schedule was 

curtailed.  

In addition, during field level data collection, especially when working with women, I 

faced constraints due to the highly gendered nature of public space in Bangladesh. First, as a 

female researcher, I needed to consider many socio-cultural gender norms and issues such as 

covering my head, giving priority to men and not using public spaces for FGDs or interviews. 

Second, I faced difficulties in conducting FGDs with only female participants. Some curious 

men and their relatives (husband, brother, son) always accompanied them. So, I felt women 

were not entirely comfortable speaking about their problems such as reproductive health 

issues, workload and gender power relations within the family; moreover they were not 

expressive in sharing their contributions. To minimise the issue, during follow up field visits I 

decided to conduct three more FGDs with the participants from women’s groups in three 

different fields. These FGDs allowed me to capture and gather data and information more 

directly from women’s points of view, as the women talked more freely when their male 

companions were absent. Local Women’s Affairs Department helped to arrange these FGDs 

with the members of women’s groups and this proved a fruitful technique for my required 

data collection. This also helped with data triangulation and validation as the information 
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provided by women’s groups was important for my theoretical framework.  

Third, I had to always consider the social and political context and underlying gender 

power relations of the country. During mixed FGDs, when men were giving opinions on 

every topic even about women’s issues and were taking a leading role, I needed to listen to 

them with full attention and take note. Later, I examined and analysed this information 

critically and validated the information with other sources. Fourth, in most cases, I found it 

was not easy for local people to connect gender issues with climate change problems due to 

their pre-existing conceptions. In that situation, I had to take the lead role in keeping the 

discussion on track and relevant. Importantly, I did not introduce myself as a government 

officer during FGDs because that could create a distance between researcher and informants. 

Moreover, an expectation might develop that projects or programs would be forthcoming for 

them. The final limitation was that I could not spend a lengthy time in the field. Due to a lack 

of appropriate living arrangement in particular villages it was difficult for a woman to stay in 

rural areas alone due to security reasons. 

3.7: Chapter Summary 

I have selected Bangladesh for my case study because of its representativeness as a highly 

vulnerable climate change impacted country. Bangladesh is a South Asian country sharing 

many similarities with other developing countries, including gender relations. While 

Bangladesh is utilised as a single case study, I have included multiple programs with regional 

and climate change variations to provide multidimensional insights on the topic. These 

include four different climate change aspects from four regions of Bangladesh, covering both 

rural and urban contexts. I selected different adaptation programs from both government and 

non-government community-based adaptation practices and an example of indigenous coping 

practices for an in-depth analysis of women’s roles and contributions at diverse levels. I have 

undertaken several data collection methods which include field observation, FGDs with 

affected communities, in-depth interviews with women and interviews with local program 

stakeholders and national level key informants. These multiple sources enriched my 

information base and helped to triangulate and validate it. Since most of my study fields were 

in rural areas, I had to consider many socio-cultural constrains and limitations. Despite that, I 

managed to visit all the fields several times. The strong part was that as a Bangladeshi person 

it was easy for me to minimise the difficulties in completing the fieldwork. 
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Chapter Four  

Climate Change and Adaptation in 
Bangladesh: Exposures, Vulnerabilities and 

Policy Progress 

4.1: Introduction 

The socio-economic dimensions of climate change open up new avenues to understand it 

through perspectives other than the scientific. As an inevitable reality, climate change has 

attained global attention in light of the challenges which will be faced in the coming decades. 

Bangladesh has already attracted international consideration as one of the most climate 

change affected countries in South Asia. This chapter presents a detailed discussion of the 

climate change situation in Bangladesh. The potential impacts of climate change in 

Bangladesh are visible through different climatic hazards like floods, cyclones, landslides and 

salinity inundation on arable lands. I utilise both primary and secondary data and information 

to assess and understand the current climate change situation in Bangladesh. Climate change 

in Bangladesh is not merely about climatic hazards but is also interconnected with many 

socio-cultural and economic aspects. Therefore, socio-economic impacts need to be 

considered in order to identify the vulnerable regions, communities and social groups, 

especially Bangladeshi women whose plight needs to be acknowledged. I argue that climate 

change is not a gender-neutral phenomenon in a country like Bangladesh where gender 

disparity is deeply embedded in its social, cultural and institutional structure. In the latter part 

of this chapter I also discuss the institutional infrastructure of climate change adaptation in 

Bangladesh as well as progress to date and the overall current situation, including the 

consideration of women in adaptation policy and practices.  

4.2: Climate Change and Bangladesh 

The potential, and existing, impacts of climate change position Bangladesh as one of the 

major climate change affected countries in the world. The Global Climate Risk Index (2015, 
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p. 6) indicates that Bangladesh is the sixth most vulnerable country in the world, facing 

extreme climatic events resulting from climate change; this includes 1.20 percent of GDP 

losses and 228 disasters events during the last 20 years (1994–2013) alone. Due to its 

geographical setting Bangladesh is facing climatic hazards such as sea level rise, salt water 

intrusions in arable lands and increased natural disasters such as powerful cyclones, storms 

surges, seasonal floods, flash floods and prolonged droughts (BCCSAP, 2009, p. 4; Hijioka et 

al., 2014, pp. 1347–1350). It is projected that a 45cm sea level rise would lead to a potential 

loss of 10 percent of land, which would affect 15 percent of the country’s population (UNDP, 

2007, p. 12) and is likely to increase poverty by 15 percent by 2030 (Hijioka et al., 2014, p. 

1349). In addition, most of the visible adverse effects of climate change are likely to lead to 

large-scale damage to crops and water resources, loss of livelihood, employment and an 

overall negative impact on the national economy of Bangladesh (Ali, 1999; Choudhury et al., 

2005; CCC, 2009b; Huq et al., 1999). The fast growing urban slums where the urban poor 

mostly live is another vulnerable sector of Bangladesh (BCCSAP, 2009, p. 15; NAPA, 2005, 

p. 5). The nexus between poverty and climate change is a major concern, especially in a 

country like Bangladesh where lack of resources is a foremost issue in both rural and urban 

areas. The following sections discuss the visible scenarios of climate change in Bangladesh, 

focusing on changing weather patterns, climate variability and common climatic hazards or 

disasters. 

4.2.1: Changing Temperature Trends 

Over the last few decades Bangladesh has been experiencing an upward trend in temperatures 

in both summer and winter that has increased soil dryness and resulted in droughts that affect 

about 3–4 million hectares of land (Iqbal and Roy, 2014, p.1). According to Nishat and 

Mukherjee (2013): 

Increasing surface air temperature is most prominent in Bangladesh, where an increasing 

trend and temporal variation in the mean seasonal temperature is observed within the 

range of 0.4–0.65 °C during the past 40-year period (1967–2007). Over the past few 

decades, a warmer winter is being experienced by the country with a prominent increase 

in the minimum temperature. Similar to this, more hot summer is also experienced during 

the pre-monsoon and monsoon seasonal months when a prominent rise in the maximum 

and minimum temperature is observed over the last few decades (2013, p. 16). 

The temperature projection trends demonstrate that for both the monsoon and winter periods 
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there will be significant increases over the next decades (CCC, 2009b, p. 1). According to 

Rajib et al. (2011, p. 4), Bangladesh is highly sensitive to temperature increases. This 

observation is supported by Shahid, Harun and Katimon (2012, p. 1), whose study indicates 

that both mean minimum and mean maximum temperatures of Bangladesh have increased 

significantly at a rate of 0.15 °C/decade and 0.11 °C/decade respectively; these figures were 

calculated from daily temperature data of 18 regions in 1961–2008. Another recent study by 

the CDMP (2014a, p. 12) shows recent temperature trends on the basis of the daily maximum 

and minimum temperatures for a period of 63 years (1948–2010). It indicates a rising trend 

during summer (3.2°C) with an annual significant change that is 2.4°C per century, although 

the winter is experiencing some cold spells with an increasing trend of 1.2°C per century. The 

same study states that, “the maximum temperature has started rising since 1970s or 1980s. 

The rising trend is 0.82 0C per century since 1948 and 2.84 0C per century since 1980. So, 

the recent trend since 1980 is much higher than the historical trend since 1948” (CDMP, 

2014a, p.13). Another study by the World Bank Group (2010, p. 12) predicts similar trends 

indicating that Bangladesh will be ‘1.5°C warmer and 4% wetter’ by the year 2050. 

Therefore, it is a fact that over the decades the temperature has been rising steadily and, based 

on predictions, Bangladesh can expect more hot days in summer and fewer cold days in 

winter with some cold spells. This trend justifies the recent prediction by the IPCC (2014) 

that the “number of cold days and nights have decreased and the number of warm days and 

nights have increased across most of Asia since about 1950 and heat wave frequency has 

increased since the middle of the 20th century in large parts of Asia” ( Hijioka et al., 2014, p. 

1333). 

During my field visits, local people, particularly from the Naogaon and Khulna regions, 

shared similar experiences. They informed me that: 

Now in our areas summer days are hotter than before and seasons are longer compared to 

earlier years. Similarly, winter is not that much colder than what we saw even five years 

ago. Winter does not continue for three/four months like before and now only during the 

month of December we can feel it is real winter. Aged people can explain more about 

their experiences as they realize that there has been a change (FGD.MG 1 and 2, 2013).  

Thus no contradiction has been found between secondary and primary data and all the 

information regarding the increasing temperature trend ultimately reinforces the changing 

climate scenario of Bangladesh.  
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4.2.2: The Observed Rainfall Trends   

Rainfall is an important factor for Bangladesh’s climate variability as it directly impacts on 

its agricultural sector and creates negative consequences (Shahid, 2011, p. 489). Ahmed 

(2006, p. 7), states that, overall, the changes in rainfall for 2020 would be 9.1% with a 

corresponding increase of 22.7% by the year 2050. Mirza (2004 also claims that monsoon 

rainfall has increased in Bangladesh, although no consistent trend is apparent in different 

years. However, according to CDMP (2014a, p. 17), the annual normal rainfall pattern for a 

period of 49 years (1960–2009) reveals a uniform trend for the whole of Bangladesh with a 

gradual increasing trend from the year of 1980. The report (CDMP, 2014a, p. 17) 

demonstrates that the annual normal rainfall was 2306 mm for a period of 30 years (1980–

2009) whereas such rainfall was 2298 mm and 2314 mm during 1960–1989 and 1970–1999, 

respectively. The graph below shows annual rainfall trends in Bangladesh (Figure 4.1) and 

that the highest rainfall was observed during 1980–1989.  

               Figure 4.1: Annual Rainfall During Different Decades (1960–2009) in    

               Bangladesh 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Source: Development of Four Decade Long Climate Scenario and Trend, Temperature,  
                 Rainfall,  Sunshine and Humidity Study Report by CDMP, 2014, p. 17. 

In contrast, monthly rainfall data shows variations. The June to August period of the 

monsoon season features a decreasing trend; March and May of the pre-monsoon season have 

similar trends in rainfall and October of the post-monsoon season has, to some extent, an 
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increasing tendency (CDMP, 2014a, pp. 17–18). Therefore, the seasonal rainfall data series 

analysis from the years 1960–1989, 1970–1999 and 1980–2009 demonstrates that during the 

pre-monsoonal (March–May) and post-monsoonal (October–November) periods normal 

rainfall has increased and in the monsoonal (June–September) period normal rainfall has 

decreased (CDMP, 2014a, pp. 17–18). However, the CDMP (2014a, p.33) argues that rainfall 

trends in Bangladesh lack consistency, with the exception of some regional variation, such as 

Rangpur-Dinajpur districts and Jessore-Khulna-Satkhira districts that are the drought prone 

zones of Bangladesh. Similarly, Nishat and Mukharjee (2013, p. 18) claim that the overall 

mean seasonal rainfall increased by around 100 mm during the pre-monsoon and monsoon 

season, whereas a declining trend of minimum rainfall (from 32mm to 27 mm) has been 

evident in winter over the last few decades in Bangladesh. Based on available statistics, 

Shahid (2011, p. 498) argues that Bangladesh is experiencing extreme rainfall events, which 

include an increase in average annual and pre-monsoon rainfall and heavier precipitation days 

in pre-monsoon season. This trend indicates a changing pattern, which leads to severe 

weather consequences such as erratic and uneven rainfall for Bangladesh. Similar perceptions 

are found among local habitants of Haripur Union under Shapahar Upazila (sub-district) of 

the northern district Naogaon regarding rainfall patterns. Local people have been observing 

the changes in weather patterns over the decades, especially temperature rises and rainfall 

amounts. A farmer of local union Haripur aged about 65 observes:  

Rain has become a totally unpredictable event in our locality over the years. Now the 

monsoon time has also changed. We are experiencing late and early rainy seasons.  

Rainfall patterns have changed considerably and become uneven. Now we depend 

mostly on irrigation for agriculture (FGD.MG3, 2013). 

The IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report (2014, p.133) acknowledges the precipitation changing 

trends for South Asia, concluding that the frequency of heavy precipitation events is 

increasing, while light rain events are decreasing in South Asia.  

4.2.3: Sea Level Rise and Salinity Intrusion   

Sea level rise is one of the prominent impacts of climate change (IPCC, 2014) and as a deltaic 

land Bangladesh is severely exposed. Consequently, from the 1990s several studies have 

focused on the sea level rise in Bangladesh (see Qureshi and Hobbie, 1994; Huq et al., 1999; 

Ortiz, 1994). Bangladesh is situated at the bank of the Bay of Bengal with a 710 kilometres 

long coastline, which is less than 5 metres above sea level (Nishat and Mukherjee, 2013, p. 
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24).  The first pilot study on future climate change scenarios and potential sea level rise by the 

Department of Environment (1993) has projected a 0.3–1.5 m rise by the year 2050 (cited in 

Aurin and Islam, 2013, p. 633). The SMRC (2003) study reveals similar findings, that sea 

level rise would be 18cm, 30cm and 60cm for the years 2030, 2050 and 2100 respectively. 

According to the Bangladesh Climate Change Cell (2007):  

Due to sea level rise coastal Bangladesh has already experienced the worst impacts 

especially in terms of coastal inundation and erosion, saline intrusion, deforestation, loss 

of bio-diversity and agriculture, and large-scale migration. About 830,000 million 

hectares of arable land is affected by varying degrees of soil salinity (2007, p. 3). 

A study by the WARPO (2005) has made a detailed assessment of the impacts of sea level 

rise on inundation, drainage congestion, salinity intrusion and change of surge height in the 

coastal zones of Bangladesh. The study (WARPO, 2005, pp. 28–34) anticipates some severe 

consequences: 

• About 84% of the Sundarban (the largest mangrove in Bangladesh) area would be deeply 

inundated due to a 32 cm sea level rise (a 88 cm sea level rise would mean the loss of the 

Sundarban). 

• A significant number of coastal areas would face acute drainage congestion due to sea level 

rise. Salinity levels in the Khulna region would increase by 0.5 to 2 ppt for 32 cm and 88 cm 

sea level rise. 

•  Due to a 32 cm sea level rise, the surge height would increase in the range of 5 to 15% in the 

eastern coast and produce a 7.8 to 9.5 metres high storm near the Kutubdia-Cox’s Bazar 

coast. 

The IPCC (2014) also projects that the current trend of sea level rise is expected to result in 

substantial damage to the overall socio-ecological system of the coastal regions in Asia, 

which is most relevant for Bangladesh ( Hijioka et al., 2014, p. 1332). The CDMP (2013, p. 

9) states that earlier saline water intrusion was a highly seasonal phenomenon but recently 

some coastal districts have become permanently overcome with high level salinity and new 

areas are likely to be affected by higher salinity. The CCC (2007) claims that islands are 

disappearing in Bangladesh: 

A sea level rise of 0.5 meter over the last 100 years has already eroded 65 percent 

landmass of 250 square kilometers Kutubdia, 227 square kilometers of Bhola and 180 
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square kilometers of Sandwip islands. Over the past 100 years, the once 1,000 square 

kilometer island changed into a small 21 square kilometer landmass. In case of any 

further sea level rise, islands like these and the entire coastal area would be hit hard 

resulting in billions of dollars of losses in GDP, economic downturn, ecological damage 

and livelihood assets and options (2007, p.3). 

A similar scenario is observed in one of the fields studied for my research in the Chila Union 

of Mongla Upazila. It is one of the coastal areas of Bangladesh closer to the Sundarban. The 

local inhabitants are suffering from lack of potable water as the salinity level has been 

increasing significantly since the early 1990s. Local people have been observing changes to 

their local environment as a consequence of specific natural events and changing weather 

patterns over the decades. A local resident of Chila Union observes: 

The water level of the local river Poshur has increased significantly and water has 

become saline. This saline water has contaminated the surface and ground water of the 

locality. Even in the dry season we feel salt in the breeze. The traditional crop system has 

been changed and scarcity of drinkable water in the locality has been evident 

(FGD.MG1, 2013).  

 

Both empirical evidence and life experience thus support the fact that sea level rise is 

occurring in coastal belts in Bangladesh. As a consequence, arable lands and water bodies are 

being contaminated with salinity which is creating a freshwater crisis, destroying ecosystems 

and increasing economic loss for the coastal communities (Aurin and Islam, 2013, p. 634).  

4.3: Visible Impacts of Climate Change 

There is a visible link between changing weather trends and increasing climate-induced 

disasters, which was discussed in Chapter Two from a global perspective. The following 

discussion highlights some prominent climatic hazards in Bangladesh. 

4.3.1: Flooding 

Across the world Bangladesh is considered the sixth most flood prone country (UNDP as 

cited in Azad, Hossain and Nasreen, 2013, p. 190) and during the last 25 years, six major 

floods have damaged its socio-economic system and infrastructure severely (BCCSAP, 2009, 

p. 9). Due to the convergence of the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna (GBM) rivers basins, 

an average annual flood inundates 20.5 percent of the country whereas during an extreme 
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flood event, such as in 1988 and 1998, it can reach about 70 percent (Mirza, 2002, p. 128; 

WB, 2010, p. xii). About two-thirds of the country is lower than 5m above the sea level, with 

an average river slope of 6 cm/km in the delta, consequently it is at risk of river and tidal 

flooding (BCCSAP, 2009, p.7; WB, 2010, p. xi).  However, floods in Bangladesh are 

classified into four categories based on their origin: river floods, rainwater floods, coastal 

floods and flash floods (Mirza, 2002, p. 128). The World Bank Group (2010, p. 11) states 

that, “nearly 80 percentage of the country’s annual precipitation occurs during the summer 

monsoon, when these rivers have a combined peak flow of 180,000 m3/sec, the second 

highest in the world”. Consequently, about 80 percent of the country’s total areas are at risk 

of various types of flood (Mirza, Warrick and Ericksen, 2003, p. 304). In addition, low lying 

coastal areas are exposed to 15.3 percent more tidal or surge flood risk as recent impacts of 

climate change (Karim and Mimura, 2008, p. 490). Choudhury et al. (2005, p.16) argue that 

increased monsoon precipitations, higher water flows in the rivers and sea level rise combine 

to increase the depth and extent of flood inundation. According to the Bangladesh Disaster 

Report (2011): 

Once upon a time a natural flood was called the ‘blessing of God’ because the soil 

benefits from flood. The alluvium which comes with flood water increases the fertility of 

the land. But unusual flood and waterlogging is changing all the calculations (2011, p. 9).  

The CDMP (2014c) identifies 17 districts in Bangladesh that have a history of 10–20 years 

return period of annual floods; more areas are likely to be exposed to higher inundation in the 

changing climate with increased precipitation and sea level rise. The flood map produced by 

the CDMP (2014c) shows three different water level stations from three basins for a 10 and 

20 years return period of floods in Table 4.1. 

             Table 4.1: Representative Year for 10 and 20 Years Return Period 

 River basin Representative year for 10 
years return period  

Representative year for 20 years 
return period 

Brahmaputra  1995 2007 

Ganges  1987 1998 

Meghna  1988 1998 

Source: Impact Assessment of Climate Change and Sea Level Rise on Monsoon Flooding, CDMP  
(2014c, p. 17).  
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Mirza (2002, p. 127) argues that due to global warming there will be an extensive impact on 

the hydrology and water resources of the river basins where Bangladesh is situated that 

ultimately will lead to more flooding. However, as a consequence of climate change 

Bangladesh is already exposed to all types of flooding, something that will continue to place 

its population, economy and infrastructure at increasing risk (Mirza, Warrick and Ericksen, 

2003, p. 315). 

4.3.2: Drought 

Drought is another climate related problem in the north and north-west part of Bangladesh as 

a consequence of anthropogenic intervention (Shahid, 2008, p. 2235). Drought is defined as a 

prolonged and continuous period of dry weather along with erratic and insufficient rainfall 

(Ahmed et al., 1999). In the last 50 years Bangladesh has experienced 19 severe drought 

events (Habiba, Shaw and Takeuchi, 2012, p. 73; Selvaraju et al., 2006, p. 1). Although it is a 

regular phenomenon in some parts of the country, the north-west region is facing more 

drought events (CDMP, 2013). It is evident that this region is receiving much lower annual 

rainfall compared to the rest of the country, which is 2044 mm mostly in monsoon period. 

Moreover, this area experiences a huge temperature difference between the summer (45°C) 

and winter (5°C) seasons (Habiba, Hassan and Shaw, 2013; Paul, 1995; Paul, 1998; Shahid, 

2008, p. 2236). Depending on the current precipitation trend and rainfall variability, Shahid 

(2008, p. 2245) predicts an increased severity of droughts in the near future in this part of 

Bangladesh. However, along with rainfall trends, other reasons identified for drought include 

a lower amount of discharge from major rivers, drying water channels and declining ground 

water levels (Shahid and Behrawan, 2008, p. 393).  

Initially, Karim et al. (1990) prepared a drought risk map where “cumulative effect of 

dry days, higher temperatures during pre-monsoon periods and low soil moisture availability” 

were identified as reasons. Afterwards, WAPRO-EGIC (1996) prepared another map 

identifying drought prone zones during winter and the pre-monsoon period (cited in Shahid 

and Behrawan, 2008, p. 392). In 2000, the Bangladesh Agricultural Research Council 

(BARC) produced a more detailed seasonal drought map based on the Rabi (monsoon), 

Kharif-I (pre-monsoon) and Kharif-ll  (post-monsoon) periods in Bangladesh and identified 

the most vulnerable drought prone areas or hot spots (see Table 4.3) from the combined 

vulnerability ranking (Ahmed, 2006, p. 21; CDMP 2013, p. 25). All of the maps identified 

the north and north-west regions of Bangladesh as more prone to drought. 
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	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Table 4.2: The Top 10 Most Vulnerable Drought Spots in Bangladesh 

 
District 

 
Upazila 

Vulnerability Ranking Combined 
Rank 

Severity 
Ranking 

Rabi Karif-I Karif-II 
 
Naogaon 
 

 
Niamatpur 

 
7 

 
5 

 
3 

 
15 

 
1 

 
Rajshahi 
 

 
Tanore 

 
6 

 
5 

 
11 

 
19 

 
2 

 
Nawabganj  
 

 
Nachole 

 
9 

 
5 

 
4 

 
20 

 
3 

 
Naogaon  
 

 
Porsha 

 
4 

 
5 

 
16 

 
23 

 
4 

 
Naogaon  
 

 
Sapahar 

 
5 

 
2 

 
17 

 
26 

 
5 

 
Thakurgaon  
 

 
Baliadangi 

   
30 

 
30 

 
6 

 
Dinajpur  
 

 
Hakimpur 

 
18 

  
12 

 
30 

 
7 

 
Naogaon  
 

 
Patnitala 

 
12 

 
18 

 
1 

 
31 

 
8 

 
Nawabganj  
 

 
Shibganj 

 
11 

 
5 

 
14 

 
33 

 
9 

 
Joypurhat  
 

 
Panchbibi 

 
36 

  
2 

 
38 

 
10 

Source: Vulnerability to Climate-Induced Drought Scenario and Impact, (CDMP, 2013, p.25). 

Shahid and Behrawan (2008, p. 392) argue that Bangladesh is a unique case with a 

combination of drought and flood. However, although drought impact is more severe than 

flood in many cases, it is yet to be considered as a major hazard. 

4.3.3: Cyclones and Tidal Surges 

Bangladesh, particularly its long coastline, is severely exposed to tropical cyclones along 

with tidal surges (Islam and Peterson, 2009, p. 115). Bangladesh experiences severe cyclone 

strikes every three years on average accompanied by high wind and storm surges (BCCSAP, 

2009, p. 11). According to the IPCC (2007), due to climate change Bangladesh is expected to 

face increased severity of cyclones by 2050 along with sea level rise and storm surges. Karim 

and Mimura (2008, p. 490) state that, “the country is likely to be affected by more intense 

cyclonic events in the foreseeable future due to climate change and sea-level rise (SLR)”. 

While storm surges are usually less than 10 metres, Bangladesh often experiences surges of 

above 10 metres (WB, 2010, p. xi). Between 1877 and 2003, Bangladesh was hit by 117 

cyclones, including 52 severe cyclonic storms and 39 tropical depressions; among these 26 
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were of hurricane category (Islam and Peterson, 2009, p. 118). Another report shows that 19 

strong cyclones hit the coastal belt of Bangladesh from 1960 to 2012 (CDMP, 2014c, p. 11). 

Sidr, a category four cyclone, hit southern Bangladesh in November 2007 and killed 3500 

people, displaced another 2 million and caused huge crop and economic loss and cyclone 

Aila caused huge crop damage whilst 1500 people lost their lives (Dastagir, 2015, p. 49). A 

study by the CDMP (2014c, p. 11) shows that a coastal area of 19,146 square kilometres in 

Bangladesh is already inundated by water depth of more than one metre at the base as a result 

of the tidal surges of cyclones. According to that study (CDMP, 2014c, pp. 13–15) the highly 

impacted hazard area is defined as the area that experiences inundation depth of one metre or 

more, human casualties, and damage to crops and infrastructure. Table 4.2 presents the areas 

of inundation in comparison with the base conditions. 

            Table 4.2: High Risk Areas Inundated By Tidal Surge (Height 1 m.) 

Scenarios 

 

Regions (area in square kms) 

South-West South-East Eastern Hill 
 

Base condition 
 

14038.24  
 

2916.92 
 

2191.72 
 

Climate change condition 
 

15055.32  
 

3299.76 
 

2390.88 
 

Additional risk area due to climate change 
 

1017.08  
 

382.84 
 

199.16 

Source: Policy Brief — Local Level Hazards Map for Flood, Storm and Salinity, CDMP (2014c, p. 11). 

A group of survivors of Sidr (2007), Aila (2009) and Mohasen (2013) cyclones in Bajua 

Union of Dacop Upazila of Khulna district describe their experiences:    

We could clearly relate the increase of disaster events with climate change from our 

experiences. It is noticeable that the frequency and intensity of cyclones have increased. 

We are getting cyclone warnings frequently during April to May and September to 

October, which was not common even 10–15 years back. Cyclone warnings make us 

anxious and stressed, which impacts on our personal and community lives. We have to 

be constantly on alert and prepare ourselves to confront the situation (FGD.MG2, 2013). 

The life experiences of local people and relevant studies suggest that the characteristics of 

tropical cyclones in terms of intensity and frequency have changed over the years in 
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Bangladesh. Moreover, the geographic and demographic conditions of the country will lead 

to more devastation from these types of disastrous event.  

4.3.4: Landslides 

Landslides have been a recent addition to the list of natural hazards in Bangladesh. Although 

Bangladesh is basically a country with a flat topography, the south-east part is hilly and 

mountainous  with a number of terraces which cover 18 percent of it (Islam and Uddin, 2001, 

cited in Mahmood and Khan, 2008). A number of these hilly districts have experienced 

severe landslide incidents in recent years (Displacement Solutions, 2012, p. 12). According to 

Petley (2008) Bangladesh is the fifth most vulnerable country for landslide-induced fatalities 

in Asia (cited in Kjekstad and Highland, 2009, p. 574). A study by the CDMP (2012b, p. 2) 

explains that landslides are caused by the exposure of soft sedimentary rocks due to 

interventions by human activities across the slopes in conjunction with torrential monsoon 

rainfall. In addition, heavy downpours over a short spell lead to landslides in both natural and 

man-made slopes in the rainy season (CCC, 2007, p.1). Kjekstad and Highland confirm that 

most of the landslides occur due to climatic factors such as change of rainfall patterns and 

human intervention and often cause migration and unplanned new settlements (2009, p. 574). 

A total number of 147 landslides occurred during 1995–2010 with hundreds of human 

fatalities in Cox’s Bazar alone (CDMP, 2012a, pp. 10–12). It is evident that the hazards range 

from small-scale to large-scale depending on the flow of rain and the vulnerability of the 

slopes, but ultimately they all cause significant damage to lives and properties.  

The number of landslides in the town of Cox’s Bazar has increased significantly in 

recent times (KI11; LI17). These hilly slopes became the urban settlement for the migrating 

populations from the islands of the southern-most part of the country. My study also reveals 

that a large number of these settlers are mostly displaced from their homeland because of 

natural hazards like cyclones, tidal surges, sea level rises and river bank erosions. The 

residents of Jadirpahar, South Bharchara and Mohazer Para communities of Cox’s Bazar 

municipality describe the reason behind their settlement in such risky places: 

Our past generation had to move from our homelands due to frequent natural disasters 

like cyclones, tidal surges and river erosions which made their lives difficult. For 

homeless people, these hilly slopes were cheap lands for habitation. We have not got 

enough money to buy lands in plains to avoid these risky areas. Thus we struggle to 
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survive in this unsafe place without minimal services for quality lives (FGD.WG6, 2013; 

FGD.MG5, 2014). 

Frequent landslides are likely to result in huge population displacement from the hilly regions 

of Bangladesh in the near future (Displacement Solutions, 2012, p. 12). A hazard like 

landslides is one of the outcomes of land use patterns and unplanned urban settlement from 

those displaced by climate change and who subsequently seek refuge in nearby urban areas 

(KI.20, 2014). 

4.4: Climate Change Impacts and Vulnerable Sectors  

According to a study by the World Bank (2010, p. 12), the severity of the 1998 flood caused 

over US$2 billion economic loss including loss of agriculture, infrastructure, industry and 

people’s livelihood, equating to 4.8 percent of the country’s GDP. Furthermore, in 2007 

cyclone Sidr triggered huge damage and losses in the coastal region of Bangladesh, 

accounting for US$1.7 billion economic loss and reducing the GDP by 2.6 percent (WB, 

2012). These two hazards are but ‘small’ instances of the severity of climate change impacts 

on the economy of Bangladesh. The next section summarises the potential effects of climate 

change on different socio-economic sectors of Bangladesh. The sectors are discussed 

according to the significance of vulnerabilities and their interconnectivities. 

 4.4.1: Agriculture and Food Security 

In Bangladesh 64.1 percent of people living in rural areas are directly or indirectly engaged in 

a wide range of agricultural activities (Alam, 2015, p. 196). Agriculture is a key economic 

sector in Bangladesh: it accounts for 23.5 percent of the country’s GDP and engages more 

than 62 percent of the country’s labour force; 80 percent of rural people survive on 

agricultural activities (Habiba, Hassan and Shaw, 2013, p. 72). Crop production is the prime 

activity of agriculture and within that rice is the main crop, accounting for about 80 percent 

of total crops and cultivated three times per year (Ruane et al., 2013, p. 340). The agricultural 

sector is heavily dependent on climate, which means that changes in temperatures and the 

amount of rainfall affect its production directly. According to the World Bank (2010, p. xvii) 

“the combined effects of rising temperatures, higher precipitation, CO2 fertilization, severe 

flooding, occasional seasonal droughts, and loss of arable land in coastal areas resulting from 

climate change are expected to result in declines in rice production of 3.9 percent each year, 

or a cumulative total of 80 million tons over 2005–50”. Similarly, Ruane et al. (2013, p. 342) 
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argue that agricultural sectors in Bangladesh experiences reduced crop production as the 

consequences of changes in temperature, precipitation, CO2 concentrations and solar 

radiation. According to Karim (1995, p. 253) a severe drought in 1989 in the north Bengal 

region affected the livelihood and food security of 50,000 people, particularly through a huge 

loss of agricultural production. In addition, recurring severe droughts have substantial 

impacts on rice production, which can be reduced by 45 to 60 percent, while for other crops 

the reduction can range from 50 to 70 percent (Habiba, Shaw and Takeuchi, 2012, p. 73). On 

the other hand, Habibullah, Ahmed and Karim (1999, p. 63) assert that salinity intrusion in 

arable land can reduce a crop by 0.2 metric ton per hectare of land. 

The impact of climate change on the agricultural sector is considered the most serious 

compared to other sectors because it affects the livelihood and food security of a significant 

proportion of the population (Gebrehiwot and Veen, 2013). Alam (2015, p. 199) claims that 

“droughts and water scarcity are expected to be more frequent, particularly in southwest 

Bangladesh ……. which will ultimately affect the agricultural economy and rural livelihoods, 

and threaten hard-earned food security”. It is evident that recurring crop loss leads to loss of 

income and livelihood-related problems such as food insecurity, seasonal food crises 

(famine), malnutrition, deteriorating health conditions (both physical and mental) and 

increased domestic violence (Ekpoh, 1999; Habiba, Shaw and Takeuchi, 2012; Nasreen, 

2008a). Nasreen, Hossain and Azad (2013) argue that the landless agricultural labourer is 

marginalised and that subsistence farmers in rural Bangladesh are the most insecure group 

because they suffer more from different climatic events, something which ultimately leads to 

loss of income and increased poverty. 

4.4.2: Impact on Water Resources  

Climate change’s impact on water resources is another critical consideration for Bangladesh 

as water is an essential element for life and livelihood, and insecurity of supply is particularly 

felt in coastal belts, riverine flood prone areas and drought prone areas. Both population 

pressures and the impact of climate change expose the vulnerabilities of water resources. 

Alam (2015) argues that delayed monsoons and uneven distribution of rainfall leads to water 

unavailability and increased water scarcity. As a consequence the use of groundwater, 

especially for irrigation purposes, has increased in Bangladesh since 1980, particularly during 

the cultivation period which has contributed to a significant decrease in surface and ground 

water (Shamsudduha et al., 2011, p. 910).  
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Increased flooding is another cause of the extreme water problems that Bangladesh has 

been experiencing in both coastal and inland areas over the years. In addition, water 

availability depends highly on monsoonal rainfall and seasonal variability; consequently, 

both humans and ecosystems suffer considerably in the dry season (Ahmed, 2006; UNDP, 

2007). Bangladesh’s annual precipitation has been significantly reduced in the dry season, 

which has made the south-west and north-west regions of the country drought prone. The 

drought situation leads to scarcity of water for both irrigation and household consumption 

and creates associated vulnerabilities (Agrawala et al., 2003).  

Bangladesh Climate Change Country Study (1997) demonstrates that scarcity of water 

resources has increased due to a combination of sea level rise and water flow during rainy 

seasons. It also found that the lower Ganges and the Surma floodplains are more vulnerable 

compared to other areas in the era of climate change in Bangladesh (see also Alam et al., 

1998). Salinity intrusion, especially contamination of drinking water sources in coastal belts, 

appears to be the most important concern for the locality, especially for women (CCC, 

2009a). According to Rahman et al. (2012), water management has become a more 

complicated issue for the southern part of Bangladesh, as saline water has inundated the 

surface as well as the groundwater systems. This impacts adversely on traditional agricultural 

production and also on human health. The BCCSAP (2009) acknowledges that: 

Shortage of safe drinking water is likely to become more pronounced, especially in the 

coastal belt and in drought-prone areas in the north-west of the country. This will impose 

hardship on women and children, who are responsible for collecting drinking water for 

their families. Increasingly saline drinking water may also result in health hazards, 

especially for pregnant women. Climate change is likely to adversely affect women more 

than men (2009, p. 13). 

My field respondents expressed similar feelings about the changes to their biophysical 

environment that they are personally experiencing. For example, the following statement is 

from a group of women from the Chalna union of Dacope Upazila of Khulna district.   

We have been suffering from lack of safe drinking water for many years. We need to 

walk more than two or three kilometres to collect drinking water since there is no source 

of sweet water in our area and deep tube-wells do not work here. Sometimes we need to 

walk two or three times in a day, especially those of us who have a large family 

(FGD.WG2, 2013). 
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These water resource problems are creating multifaceted impacts on the lives and livelihood 

of affected populations. 

4.4.3: Lives and Livelihood 

As one of the most densely populated countries it is anticipated that climate change will 

exacerbate Bangladesh’s overall socio-economic vulnerabilities to a critical level. The 

increasing trends of weather change and natural hazards in recent decades have made affected 

communities vulnerable in diverse ways (Atiq et al., 2007; CCC, 2009a) . In particular, poor 

people dependent on nature are at risk of losing the assets, livelihood and employment that 

are essential for their survival and coping capacity (Sterrett, 2011, p. 8; Torikul et al., 2015, 

p. 4). According to Nasreen, Hossain and Azad et al. (2013, p. 11), people from the coastal 

regions of Bangladesh are continuously fighting against the adverse impacts of climate 

change and they have to survive without any employment for more than four months per year 

on average. Dastagir (2015) demonstrates that different climate change impacts not only 

reduce livelihood options but also have the potential to destroy assets such as houses, 

livestock, plantations and local resource bases. The National Adaptation Plan of Action 

(NAPA, 2005, p. 16) describes livelihood vulnerability in terms of negative impact on 

employment, income and consumption (including food security) for various groups in 

society. The degree of exposure depends upon their initial economic conditions (poor or non-

poor), location (coastal or non-coastal, rural or urban) and gender. A study by Pouliotte, et al. 

(2009, p. 38) demonstrates the environmental vulnerability due to the direct impact of salinity 

inundation on poor people’s lives in terms of fresh water availability, loss of traditional 

agriculture and natural resources. These losses reduce their livelihood options and push them 

below the poverty line. Similar situations were revealed during my field visits when local 

people confirmed that they lost their traditional livelihood, particularly agriculture, and have 

few survival alternatives.  

Poor health is another important impact of climate change on Bangladeshi people’s 

lives. The unavailability of safe water, food insecurity and environmental degradation 

directly impacts the health of the poor people in both rural and urban areas (BCCSAP, 2009, 

p. 16). Many types of health-related problems such as diarrhoea, cholera, typhoid, high blood 

pressure, anxiety and malnutrition are common consequences of climate change in 

Bangladesh (Alston, 2015). These types of health risks vary depending on the socio-

economic conditions of the population, but disadvantaged groups are more vulnerable than 
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others. A group of women from Mongla Union shared the following experience during a 

FGD: 

Salinity contamination has caused not only environmental problem in our area but also 

many personal or individual problems. We are continuously suffering from skin diseases, 

gynecological problems; men are suffering from high blood pressure, our children 

frequently get diarrhea with high fever. Due to crop and employment loss men have 

become impatient and as a consequence women face different types of domestic 

violence. Some women were divorced due to their physical problems (FGD.WG1, 2013). 

Therefore, it is clear that the adverse impacts of climate change fall disproportionately on the 

most vulnerable groups within the country as a whole.  

4.4.4: Climate-Induced Displacement/Migration 

There is a high probability that a large number of climate refugees will emerge in 

Bangladesh, due to some of the climate change impacts that we have discussed thus far. Sea 

level rise is one of these, which appears a great threat for the coastal population. The 

BCCSAP (2009, p. 14) suspects that if sea levels rise more than the current trend then “six to 

eight million people could be displaced by 2050 and would have to be resettled”. The United 

Nations predicts that a three feet sea level rise in the next 50 years would lead to the 

disappearance of a quarter of Bangladesh’s coastline and 30 million Bangladeshis would be 

displaced from their homes and land (as cited in Dastagir, 2015, p. 49). Similar projections 

have been made by Choudhury et al. (2005) and the BCCSAP (2009) who note that the scale 

and frequency of extreme climate events have been steadily increasing, making people’s lives 

difficult and leading to increasing displacement from their homes and lands.  

A study by the Association for Climate Refugees (ACR, 2012, p. 547) claims that in 

Bangladesh a total of 6.5 million people have already been displaced and almost half of them 

have been displaced by tidal floods and river bank erosion. According to the Displacement 

Solution Report (2012, p. 5), in 236 coastal Upazilas tidal floods and sea level rise have 

forced 64 percent of inhabitants to move to local embankments or higher grounds, while 27 

percent of the population has been displaced to other areas within the country. In addition, 

due to river bank erosion, 42 percent of the population has been locally displaced whereas 26 

percent of inhabitants have been moved to urban slums including Dhaka city from 179 

Upazilas (mainland areas) of Bangladesh. A recent report by Hasan (2015) claims that 

approximately 350,000 people migrate to Dhaka city from all over the country annually, 



79	  
	  	  

driven by climate change incidents and a hope for better employment opportunities. As a 

result, the urban population of Bangladesh is increasing rapidly and currently stands at 35 

percent of the total population (WB, 2015). This trend is making these urban centres unstable, 

particularly Dhaka and Chittagong where climate refugees are moving to access greater 

economic and employment opportunities. The BCCSAP (2009, p. 16) warns that Bangladesh 

is going to face an ‘urgent and pressing problem’ due to rapid and unplanned urbanisation. 

A local climate change expert from Khulna describes climate-induced migration in his 

locality: 

Migrations are happening intra and inter districts and sometimes people move to India 

from the Khulna region. Most of these people do migrate as an alternative coping 

mechanism depending on their options, networks and choices. The population migration, 

particularly from rural to urban areas, can be explained as a climate change induced 

social phenomenon, which exacerbates rapid urbanisation in Bangladesh (KI.19, 2013). 

In Bangladesh, two types of population migration are common. The first one is migration 

driven by poverty that includes temporary, short or long-term and seasonal migration due to 

economic reasons (Afsar, 2003; Qin, 2010; Khandker, 2012); and the second is human 

mobility due to environmental degradation (Ahsan et al., 2011; Gray and Mueller, 2012; 

Mallik and Vogt, 2014). However, Mallik and Vogt (2014, p. 209) argue that both social and 

environmental drivers combine to influence affected populations to disperse from vulnerable 

places. In order to show the link between population mobility and natural disasters, Gray and 

Muller (2012, p. 6004) note that households that live in severely climate affected areas are 

most likely to migrate to other locations. However, the most vulnerable households not only 

experience significant barriers to moving but also lack substantial local adaptive capacity. 

A group of subsistence farmers from the Tilna union of Porsha Upazila of the 

Naogaon district shared their experience and struggles, which support the link between 

climate change and people’s movements.  

We cannot produce same amount of rice or agricultural production like before and we 

have lost our traditional livelihood. Now during the harvest season we need to go to other 

districts as agricultural labourers. We stay there for 1 or 2 months until we finish the 

harvesting and return home with our earnings to survive for the next few months. 

However, whoever get better opportunities to survive does not come back (FGD.MG3, 

2013).   



80	  
	  	  

Therefore, the poor and marginalized groups, particularly small or subsistence farmers, 

agricultural labourers, fishing communities and some natural resource-dependent 

communities face more difficulties from climate change in Bangladesh (Easterling et al., 

2007). In addition, they are confronted with a ‘double dilemma’ since their lives are 

more reliant on agriculture and local ecology, which are directly affected by climate 

change, and they have fewer options and capacity to take the necessary measures to 

adapt (Shamsudduha et al., 2012, p. 24). 

The following Table 4.4 provides a depiction of different types of disasters and the 

impacts on the livelihood of people. The table was developed from information gathered from 

secondary literature as well as my empirical findings. 

            Table 4.4: Different Types of Disaster and Livelihood Vulnerabilities 

Type of Hazards Livelihood Vulnerability 
 
Flood 

 
Reduces livelihood options due to loss of agriculture, health hazards, 
water logging, scarcity of fresh water. 
 

 
Drought 

 
Loss of agricultural activities, unemployment, illness due to extreme 
heat, water scarcity, migration for new livelihood. 
 

 
Cyclone and storm 
surges 
 

 
Limits fishing time in the Bay, loss of life and assets. 

 
Sea level rise 

 
Salinity intrusion, crop loss, loss of traditional livelihood options, 
lack of fresh water, forced displacement. 
 

 
Landslides 

 
Lack of safety and security, lack of quality of life, less income 
opportunity 
 

	  

4.5: Women and the Climate Change Threat 

The previous discussion clearly shows that climate change impacts affect the population 

disproportionately depending on their geographic location and socio-economic 

conditions. Consequently, Bangladeshi women as a socially disadvantaged group are 

confronting serious negative effects through their daily life experiences. The following 
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section discusses critical gender specific problems in the era of climate change and 

environmental degradation in Bangladesh.   

4.5.1: The Burden of the Gender Division of Labour  

Bangladesh is a traditional country where gender-differentiated roles are deeply entrenched in 

its social structure (see Chapter 5.2). As a result of a strong gender division of labour, men do 

not usually perform household activities. Therefore, that burden ultimately falls upon women, 

who are accustomed to the situation. A group of women shared their views on the gendered 

household division of labour:  

How can we ask men to cook, clean, wash and take care of the children since these are 

our duties? They will be humiliated in front of other people if they do these household 

tasks because men and women have separate duties. It does not matter how much burden 

falls on our shoulders. Men do the hard labour in the agricultural fields and also, to earn 

money, they do jobs that women cannot do (FGD.WG2 2013). 

The gender division of labour makes women responsible for the provision of the household’s 

food and consequently for other related activities such as collecting water and firewood and 

arranging food grains.26 A woman from Mongla Upazila expresses it this way: 

As a mother, it is not possible to accept that my children might starve. So, I need to 

arrange food at any cost. I collect foodstuff such as leaves and root vegetables from 

fields, sometimes I catch small fishes from the river or work in the well-off neighbour’s 

house to provide food for my family members (IDI.3, 2014).  

Moreover, household responsibilities and caregiver roles mean that women have limited 

mobility, whilst physical safety issues constrain their coping strategies (Kottegoda, 2011; 

IFAD, 2014). The situation is aggravated by the effects of climate change. The following 

statement provides an insight into how gender roles define women’s choices and force them 

to make significant sacrifices. A local woman from Sutarkhali Union of Dacop Upazila 

shares her personal experiences: 

My daughter had to stop her schooling because she needed to help me to carry water and 

there was no other alternative. She is not the only one who had to drop out from school: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Neelormi and Ahmed (2009) found that women and adolescent girls in the coastal areas are affected adversely by climate 
change, since they are responsible for ensuring water and food for the family.  
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there are many girls like her in our area who are the main helpers of their mothers to 

collect water for their households (FGD.MG2, 2013).   

Salinity intrusion, especially contamination of drinking water sources in coastal belts, appears 

to be the most important concern for the coastal areas, especially for women (see CCC, 

2009a;  WEDO, 2008). The respondents of my study also feel strongly about the changes to 

the biophysical environment that they are personally experiencing in their every day lives.  

4.5.2: Safety and Security Stress  

The dichotomy between private and public life plays an important role in women’s lives in 

Bangladesh (see Chapter 5.2). For this reason women are often subjected to men’s 

insensitivity and their patronising attitudes, especially in public spaces. Moreover, women’s 

safety and security becomes a significant issue during natural disasters (see Nasreen, 2008b; 

Rashid and Michaud, 2000). Alston (2015, p. 120) highlights Bangladeshi women and 

adolescents girls’ safety and privacy-related issues as an important consequence of natural 

disasters. A statement from one of the local level informants in Dacope Upazila, who is 

directly involved in the local level disaster preparedness and climate change adaptation-

related activities, resonates similar concerns:  

It is a big challenge for us that women are not willing to go to cyclone shelters because 

they do not feel comfortable in common public places and always fear loss of dignity. 

Ordinary local women do not have much mobility in our area. They seldom come out in 

public places, and this makes them more vulnerable during a disaster as they need to step 

out of their home (LI.2 2013). 

These hostile situations discourage women from taking refuge in cyclone shelters or 

evacuation centres which leads to increased casualties among them. Moreover, previous 

histories of disasters provide evidence of women’s vulnerabilities due to their gender identity. 

4.5.3: Falling into the Poverty Trap  

Climate-induced migration has gender-differentiated consequences (Gray and Mueller, 2012), 

particularly for poor households. Women are ‘trapped’ in poverty when husbands or other 

male family members migrate or leave behind them the burden of unpaid loans; they also 

have fewer options to migrate (Beddington, 2011; Kartiki, 2011). My study also found that a 

large number of men from every locality left the village in search of a new livelihood in 

nearby districts or cities. When women are left behind, they are burdened with household 
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responsibilities and as a result, they are always at risk of falling into more poverty, as 

described by a number of participants. Women from Babupur union of Shapahar districts 

have commented on the changing social scenarios: 

Due to loss of crop productions and livelihood, a large number of males from our area 

started to move to town or other districts to earn money for their families’ expenditure. 

Unfortunately not all of them come back home or send money. Here you will find many 

families are struggling to survive due to the absence of the husband or male members, 

but women cannot leave their family or children (FGD.WG3 2013). 

4.5.4: Effect on Health and Wellbeing 

A recent study reveals that women in salinity prone areas are suffering from high levels of 

anemia and blood pressure which increases health issues, particularly for pregnant women 

(Morol, 2015, pp.1–4).27 In Bangladesh, as in many patriarchal societies, when families 

experience an economic crisis women’s health expenditure is the first cost to be cut (Begum, 

1997). The situation of women in Dacope Upazila is even more severe. Sometimes they do 

not have the option of visiting a doctor, although they frequently suffer from urinary and 

reproductive-related diseases because of the water crisis. During and after disasters women 

and adolescent girls face major problems regarding their health due to the collapse of health 

and sanitation systems (see WEDO, 2008). Faced with this situation, members from a local 

women’s group named ‘Nari Bikash Kendra’ of  Mongla Upazila shared their experiences:  

We cannot use salt water for our domestic work, even for washing clothes. Most of the 

time, we cannot clean our body properly due to the shortage of water. We face more 

difficulties during our menstrual periods. Many of us have problems such as vaginal and 

urinal infections, as well as miscarriages; these issues are making our lives miserable. 

You know women have many different and special types of needs and requirements, 

which are rarely taken into consideration. We are facing some health problems that we 

cannot share with others (FDG.WG1 2014). 

The situation for women who have migrated to urban slums is even more difficult. In 

particular, adult females have a double or triple probability of reporting illnesses related to 

reproductive health emergencies due to poor nutrition and unhygienic living conditions 

(Raihan et al., 2014). Moreover, being migrants, these urban slum women need to adjust to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 The report was published in The Daily Prothom Alo (a daily news paper of Bangladesh) on November 17, 2015.  
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the new socio-economic environment and thus they are overburdened with different 

responsibilities. As a consequence, they are unlikely to seek medical assistance, in particular 

for issues related to their reproductive health (Khan and Kraemer, 2008). In addition, Alston 

(2015, pp. 153–156) identifies other gendered consequences of climate change impacts such 

as child marriage, gender-based violence, the difficulties girls face in  remaining at school, an 

increased work load and the extra burden of repaying NGO loans.  

These scenarios demonstrate how social and cultural factors influence the gendered 

experiences of climate change. In Bangladesh, gender power relations shape women’s duties 

and responsibilities, and their access to, and control over, assets and property. Moreover, 

women’s mobility and potentiality are also restricted due to several socio-cultural factors 

which impact adversely on every sphere of women’s lives and livelihood. All these 

influencing factors shape women’s vulnerabilities and their survival strategies, including how 

women relate to the country’s climate change adaptation processes.  

4.6: Climate Change Adaptation in Bangladesh 

The history of climate change adaptation in Bangladesh is strongly connected with disaster 

management activities. In the last 30 years nearly 200 climate-related disasters have occurred 

in the country, which have costed approximately US$16 billion (The Asia Foundation, 2012, 

p.14). After the independence of Bangladesh, the first disaster management activity — the 

Cyclone Preparedness Program — was established in 1972 in response to the 1970’s 

devastating cyclone (MoDMR, 2015, p.7). The Government of Bangladesh invested over 

US$10 billion over the past 40 years (mostly after its independence in 1971) to tackle the 

continuing disasters and to make the country disaster resilient (BCCSAP, 2009, p.1; Sovacool 

et al., 2012a, p. 115). Over the last 10 years the country has adopted a paradigm shift by 

moving from a response-based approach to a disaster preparedness and risk reduction 

approach (MoDMR, 2015, p. 10; Islam et al., 2011).  The Bangladesh National Plan for 

Disaster Management (2010–2015) states that,  

Disaster risk reduction with climate change adaptation offers a win-win opportunity……. 

Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) is [the] development and application of policies and 

practices that minimizes risks to vulnerabilities and disasters, applies to managing and/or 

responding to current disaster risks. In this regard disaster risk reduction options are the 

front line adaptation. Current risk reduction will lead to reduction of anticipatory risks of 

climate change in the form of adaptation. The disaster risk reduction options that best suit 
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the user and [are] accepted by them will eventually emerge as adaptation options (2010, 

p. 25). 

Thus Bangladesh has become one of the pioneer countries to establish an institutional 

mechanism for comprehensive disaster management with different stakeholders such as non-

government and community-based organisations (NGOs/CBOs) as well as other informal 

supports (Khan and Rahman, 2007). Due to its long experience in dealing and coping with 

natural disasters, Bangladesh has successfully developed institutional disaster management 

mechanisms at both local and national levels (BCCSAP, 2009). The Standing Order on 

Disasters (SoD, 2010) updated in April 2010 and the National Plan for Disaster Management 

(NPDM 2010–2015) are the most important policy documents in this regard (MoDMR, 2015, 

p. 7). According to SoD (2010, p. 2) each ministry, division/department and government 

agency should prepare their own disaster action plan and follow that during the warning 

stage, the disaster stage and the post-disaster stage according to their duties and 

responsibilities. The SoD was revised in line with the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA 

2005–2015), and the NPDM (2010–2015) was prepared followed by the HFA and SAARC 

Framework for Action (SFA). Both policies were developed by focusing on a more 

comprehensive approach to disaster risk reduction and resiliency (SoD, 2010, pp. 2–4).   

Prior to that in 2003, the Comprehensive Disaster Management Programme (CDMP–I), 

a collaborative donor initiative with the government of Bangladesh aimed to strengthen long-

term disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation through development policy 

planning (Luxbacher, 2011, p. 2). The CDMP–I was the first initiative to shift from “a post-

disaster relief and response strategy towards a comprehensive risk minimization culture that 

encourages disaster resilience initiatives” (Khan and Rahman, 2007, p. 366). This was the 

first long-term and comprehensive project of the Ministry of Food and Disaster Management 

that aimed to establish a mechanism of disaster preparedness and response at institutional and 

community levels through capacity building (MoDMR and UNDP, 2004). In the second 

phase CDMP–II (2010) aimed to “reach the most vulnerable section of the population and to 

integrate disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation into community level 

interventions” (2010, p.2). The CDMP–II focused on community-based adaptation strategies 

such as awareness and response strategies among urban and rural populations, improved 

capacity of governmental agencies, and partnership and coordination at the ministerial level 

(MoDMR, 2015; MoFDM, 2010).  

Islam and Sumon (2013, p. 72) argue that climate change adaptation in Bangladesh has 
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converged with two relevant issues, disaster risk reduction and social protection, and in local 

level practices these are mutually inclusive. Social protection activities mostly include social 

safety nets to cope with natural disasters and other shocks; about 4 to 5 million people in 

Bangladesh receive some type of assistance from government supported safety net programs 

(Rahman et al., 2012, p. 30).  Ongoing adaptation projects are primarily focused on 

agriculture, water, forestry, fisheries, livestock, infrastructure and health sectors particularly 

in coastal river zones and in some urban areas (AKP, 2010, p. 11). These projects aim to 

strengthen the livelihood of poor, marginalised and vulnerable groups affected by climate 

change with the added elements of disaster risk reduction and adaptation to climate change. 

Coastal ecosystem-based adapation is another approach that aims to build social and 

ecological resilience among vulnerable communities (Nandy et al., 2013). Therefore, in 

Bangladesh the current climate change adaptation measures are mostly focused on disaster 

risk reduction and disaster resiliency.  

Three climate change financing arrangements have been established to address priority 

adaptation concerns in the country: the Bangladesh Climate Change Trust Fund (BCTF), the 

Bangladesh Climate Change Resilience Fund (BCCRF) and the Pilot Program for Climate 

Resilience (PPCR). The first one is fully supported by the government’s own resources, the 

second is a multi-donor financed funding mechanism and the third one is supported by the 

World Bank under the climate investment funds (AF, 2012, p. 28). Therefore, many ongoing 

adaptation programs or projects are mostly implemented by the government or bilateral 

funding, or multilateral development partners, including the Asian Development Bank, the 

Canadian International Development Agency, the Department for International 

Development, the European Union, the Japan International Cooperation Agency, the United 

National Development Program, the Global Environment Facility and the World Bank (AF, 

2012, p. 30; Chowdhury, 2012, pp. 20–21). The World Bank, the Asian Development Bank 

and a number of bilateral donors have funded a large-scale infrastructure project — 

particularly in the southern and coastal districts of Bangladesh in adapting to increased 

climatic variability and vulnerability. For example, currently the World Bank is supporting 

the ‘Emergency 2007 Cyclone Recovery and Reconstruction Project’ with an oversight from 

the emergency of 2007 cyclone Sidr. The focus of this project is restoration and recovery 

from the damage to livelihood and infrastructure caused by Cyclone Sidr as well as building 

long-term disaster preparedness. The cost of the project is US$356.40 million and the 

implementation period is nine years from 2008–2017. The project includes significant 
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components focusing on disaster risk reduction such as the improvement and reconstruction 

of multi-purpose cyclone shelters and coastal embankments. Climate change adaptation 

activities include water supply and sanitation, and the agricultural sector recovery for 

livelihood and strengthening of local institutions toward improving the adaptive capacity of 

the target communities (WB, 2015, p. 1).  

Although Bangladesh is one of the least developed countries in the world, its academic 

community became aware of the effects of climate change comparatively earlier than its 

counterpart in many other least developed countries in the mid-1980s. The country has also 

been proactive in developing adaptation approaches and was the first signatory country for 

many international agreements (Ayers and Huq, 2009, p. 759). Throughout the 1990s, a 

number of prominent studies were conducted on the impacts of climate change in the country, 

including one by the Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies in 1994, another one by the 

Bangladesh Unnayan Parishad in 1994; there was also the Bangladesh Climate Change 

Country Studies Program in 1997 by Department of the Environment. This shows that from 

the beginning the academics and activists of Bangladesh demonstrated their proactivity in 

international climate change areas (Ayers and Huq, 2009, p. 759). A number of organisations 

started developing a knowledge and information base on climate change in Bangladesh; 

among them the Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies, Global Climate Change, the 

Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies and CDMP–II. Recently, Bangladesh has been 

awarded the United Nations’ highest environmental honour — Champion of the Earth–2015, 

in recognition of its initiatives to address climate change (UNEP, 2015). 

In recent years there has also been a shift in approach from top-down initiatives to 

community-based approaches and coordination with civil society and NGOs (Shabib and 

Khan, 2014). In response, NGOs such as the Bangladesh Centre for Advance Studies, the 

Centre for Global Change, Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee, Action Aid, 

Practical Action, International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, 

OXFAM and CARE are involved in climate change adaptation activities in Bangladesh in 

cooperation with their local partner NGOs (AF, 2012, pp. 36–37; Rashid, 2009, p.17). In 

addition, a number of NGO networks have been established such as the Network for 

Information, Response and Preparedness Activities in Disaster, Campaign for Sustainable 

Livelihood (CRLS), NARRI consortium, Gender CC and the National Alliance for Risk 

Reduction and Response Initiative comprising eight international NGOs; these are the 

organisations which are currently implementing several projects funded by the European 
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Commission and UK Aid (Thomalla et al., 2005). However, there is still a lack of 

collaborative approaches on gender specific issues. Only Gender CC is a network that 

addresses gender issues in climate change, indicating that gender considerations are yet to 

be prioritised by the climate change adaptation sector in Bangladesh.  

4.7: Existing Policies Related to Climate Change Adaptation in 

Bangladesh  

Bangladesh formulated a National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) in 2005, the 

first initiative of adaptation policies followed by the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in response to the seventh COP7 (NAPA, 

2005, p. xv). The plan identified the existing vulnerabilities and a comprehensive series of 

prioritised adaptation measures. This is the first national document where climate change 

was addressed as a separate concern. The UNFCCC created a special LDC Fund (LDCF) 

to support climate change adaptation and that fund financed the preparation and 

implementation of national adaptation programs in developing countries. Consequently 

Bangladesh developed its National Adaptation Programs of Action (NAPAs) and 

identified priority activities for both urgent and immediate needs in response to climate 

change (Konate and Sokona, 2003; NAPA, 2005). Led by the Ministry of Environment 

and Forest (MoEF), the NAPA was completed in 2005. Subsequently, after COP13 in 

2007 and the Bali Action Plan, Bangladesh took the initiative in preparing a more vigorous 

adaptation plan in 2008 (BCCSAP, 2009). Thus the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy 

and Action Plan (BCCSAP) developed diverse sectoral plans, programs and activities and 

came into practice in 2009. The BCCSAP is currently the main adaptation policy 

document of Bangladesh. The proposed activities of the BCCSAP have replaced NAPA’s 

activities; it also identifies more detailed plans and programs covering a range of sectors. 

Moreover, it was decided by the government that BCCSAP would be considered a ‘living 

document,’ and that the document will be reviewed and revised through a periodical 

review on the basis of emerging situations (BCCSAP, 2009, p. xviii). There is thus room to 

add new priority actions whilst the present ones can be modified in future versions of this 

document if the need arises. However, Islam, Hove and Parry (2011) note that as most of 

Bangladesh’s sectoral development policies and plans were drafted before the BCCSAP 

was prepared, climate change has yet to be integrated formally into them. For example, the 

National Environmental Management Action Plan (NEMAP) and the National Water 
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Policy (NWP) were prepared in 1995 and 2001 respectively. Therefore, these policies did 

not discuss climate change-related issues. As with the NEMAP and the NWP, the National 

Land Use Policy (NLUP) and the National Forest Policy (NFP) did not include climate 

change impacts on these sectors (AKP, 2010). However, The Standing Order on Disasters 

(SoD 2010) was updated in April 2010 and became the National Plan for Disaster 

Management (NPDM 2010–2015), where climate change impacts and risks associated 

with it were identified. Consequently, climate change and environmental issues were 

incorporated in the sixth five-year plan 2011–2015 and in the National Women 

Development Policy 2011.28 Thus, the BCCSAP seeks to incorporate new plans and 

policies or plans development in relevant sectors. 

The sections below offer a brief description of two main climate change adaptation-related 

strategy documents, the NAPA and the BCCSAP; also included in the discussion is how they 

consider women’s issues.   

4.7.1: The National Adaptation Program of Action (NAPA–2005) 

The National Adaptation Program of Action is the first initiative of Least Developed 

Countries (LDCs) to identify priority activities, urgent and immediate needs in response to 

climate change adaptation (Sovacool et al., 2012a, p. 113). Bangladesh’s NAPA was 

prepared by the MoEF in partnership with relevant specialised agencies and institutions. 

NAPA states in its preface that “the Government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh 

has recognised climate change as an important issue and attempts are being made to 

incorporate potential response measures for reducing impacts of climate change into the 

overall development planning process” (2005, p. i). The document was prepared by a 

participatory process involving key stakeholders such as policy makers, local 

representatives of the government (Union Parishad Chairman and Members), scientific 

community members from various research institutes, researchers, academics, teachers 

(ranging from primary to tertiary levels), lawyers, doctors, ethnic groups, media, NGOs 

and CBOs representatives and indigenous women (AKP, 2010, p. 3). The NAPA identifies 

some areas of vulnerability and adaptation options: 1) Water and Energy, 2) Agriculture, 

3) Coastal zones, 4) Forestry, nature and biodiversity, 5) Health, 6) Risk reduction and 

policy integration. It identifies adaptation measures to adapt to the adverse effects of 

climate change based on existing coping mechanisms and practices through two types of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Chapter Eight in Part One and Section 36 in Part Two respectively. 
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activities: policy level action and programs and projects to support adaptation (Islam et al., 

2011, p. viii). 

NAPA created the momentum which resulted in climate change being considered a 

development issue and adaptation being introduced in the policy process of Bangladesh. 

As a result, the positive impact of the NAPA (2005) was apparent in other policy 

documents through their recognition of climate change as a threat to the development 

process (Ayers et al., 2014; Shabib and Khan, 2014). For example, the second ‘Poverty 

Reduction Strategy Paper — Steps Towards Change’ (2009–2011) included the need for 

the integration or mainstreaming of climate change adaptation measures into other policy 

areas (AKP, 2010). Although NAPA recognised that men and women have different 

vulnerabilities and roles in securing their livelihood, it did not offer any direct programs 

for women in its identified activities.  

4.7.2: The Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy Action Plan (BCCSAP–

2009)  

In taking forward the activities of NAPA in 2008, the Bangladesh Government developed the 

Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan (BCCSAP) to present at the UK-

Bangladesh Climate Change Conference (AKP, 2010, p.5). Until then Bangladesh had taken 

some measures, but it had no climate change strategy paper as a part of key policies to reduce 

vulnerability to climate change (Tanner et al., 2007). The reviewed Bangladesh Climate 

Change Strategy and Action Plan (BCCAP–2009) provided detailed adaptation priority 

actions for the country based on six major pillars or themes. The six themes are:  T1) Food 

security, social protection and health, T2) Comprehensive disaster management, T3) 

Infrastructure, T4) Research and knowledge management, T5) Mitigation and low carbon 

development and T6) Capacity building and institutional strengthening. Under these themes 

44 priority actions have been identified for the next 10 years in order to mitigate and adapt to 

climate change effects (BCCSAP, 2009, pp. 32–35). Various short, medium and long-term 

programs were identified with specific objectives and justifications under each pillar/ theme. 

As the focal ministry, MoEF has had the responsibility of coordinating all the identified 

activities for the implementation of the various components of the BCCSAP. More than 35 
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line ministries29 and agencies have been selected to work in partnership with each other and 

with civil society and the business community to put the plan into action (BCCSAP, 2009).   

In the BCCSAP gender concern was reflected through the acknowledgment of women’s 

vulnerability to climate change and the inclusion of programs to address women’s issues. In 

this regard, it can be considered as the first policy step on climate change adaptation 

concerned with women or gender issues. Furthermore, following the directives of the 

BCCSAP (2009), climate change issues were incorporated into sector-specific policies 

including environment, health and gender. Consequently, the following policies were 

reviewed in line with the BCCSAP: the National Environment Policy 2013, the National Plan 

for Disaster Management 2010–2015, the Health Policy 2011 and the National Women 

Development Policy 2011 (Shabib and Khan, 2014, p. 332). 

4.7.3: Institutional Arrangements for Disaster Risk Reduction and 

Climate Change Adaptation 

The MoEF was given the lead role in coordinating the country’s climate change-related 

activities including planning and developing policy and programs; and representing Bangladesh 

at the global level. Subsequently, in 2010 the MoEF established a new department named the 

‘Climate Change Cell’ to take the responsibility for coordinating the climate change 

adaptation efforts at the operational level (Huq and Rabbani, 2011, p.6).	   As part of its 

activities MoEF continues to prepare various papers dealing with a number of relevant issues 

for both national and international level communications. Another 35 ministries were 

identified as line ministries for the related vulnerable sectors responsible for taking  

adaptation measures for the minimisation of climate change impacts (BCCSAP, 2009, p.19).   

According to Khan and Rahman (2007, p. 362) the Government of Bangladesh has also 

given disaster risk reduction the highest priority through various institutional arrangements. 

At the national level three multi-sectoral coordination committees work for the country’s 

disaster risk reduction. These are the National Disaster Management Council (NDMC), the 

Inter-Ministerial Disaster Management Coordination Committee (IMDMCC) and the 

National Disaster Management Advisory Committee (NDMAC). They are headed 

respectively by the Prime Minister, the Minister of Food and Disaster Management and a 

specialist who is nominated by the Prime Minister. In addition, the Parliamentary Standing 

Committee on Disaster Management is another body that supervises disaster-related national 
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level policies and programs. The field level disaster coordination system was revised and 

restructured and a number of local disaster management committees were formed with 

government and development partners (in the reviewed version of SoD 2010).  

There are 64 districts level disaster management committees (DDMC) in the 64 

districts of Bangladesh; these committees are chaired by the Deputy Commissioner, the head 

of the district administration. The members of the committee include departmental officers 

and representatives from women’s organisations, NGOs and CPPs. In a similar manner, 

below the district level are the sub-district, union and village tiers of disaster management 

committees. All these local level committees include representatives from almost all relevant 

sectors of society such as local government representatives, women’s groups, teachers and 

NGOs (SoD 2010, pp. 23–33). An evaluation report by the MoDMR (2015, p. 22) agreed that 

the current policy documents on disaster management do not consider gender issues 

adequately. Although women as a vulnerable group have been included, gender-differentiated 

impacts, needs and capacities in relation to disasters are absent. Given these limitations, few 

bodies have the potential to work for women; these include the National Council for 

Women’s Development (NCWD) and the WID mechanism as these are responsible for 

developing, implementing and monitoring gender equality progress in relevant areas of the 

country.  

 4.8: Chapter Summary 

Climate change has clearly manifested itself through a range of weather events and climatic 

hazards in Bangladesh. As an Asian developing country and one of the most adversely 

affected by climate change, Bangladesh is facing diverse climate change effects such as sea 

level rises, increased tropical cyclones, salinity inundation in arable lands, intensified 

droughts, precipitation variability and frequent flooding. In Bangladesh climate is not merely 

an environmental phenomenon, but is also interconnected with many socio-cultural and 

economic factors. These create increased vulnerabilities for a major group of the population. 

Evidence from a global perspective has revealed that natural resources-based and agriculture-

dependent populations are the primary victims of climate change. More than one third of the 

population of Bangladesh lives in rural areas and they are the main drivers of the rural 

agricultural-based economy of the country (BBS, 2011). Therefore, climate events directly 

and indirectly endanger these people’s lives in multifaceted ways and make their lives 

extremely arduous.  
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Affected populations are increasingly vulnerable to poverty, food insecurity, water 

crises, loss of traditional livelihood and lack of social wellbeing. A large proportion of the 

population of the country has already been displaced from rural areas to urban centres in a 

quest for a better life. The displacement has meant an increased risk of safety and security for 

the people involved. Among them women are the most vulnerable as they make up a large 

proportion of the poor population both in urban and rural contexts. In addition, attributed 

gender roles, the gender division of labour and dependency on nature make women 

vulnerable in a different way to men. Thus poverty and gender inequality appear to be 

important factors in shaping vulnerability and resiliency within affected communities in a 

country like Bangladesh. Thus, Bangladesh is a good case study to show that climate change 

impacts are not gender-neutral phenomena.   

As an integral part of climate change discourse, the current adaptation processes and 

approaches, as well as the institutional arrangements in Bangladesh have been discussed in 

this chapter. In Bangladesh, climate change adaptation programs mostly converge with 

disaster risk reduction and disaster resiliency strategies with a social protection perspective. 

To implement the adaptation programs many development partners at the field level are 

carrying out diverse types of livelihood activities to ensure social safety and enhance 

resiliency to cope with the changing situation. Community-based disaster preparedness and 

disaster management programs are more common at the field level in order to build disaster 

resilient communities where women play active roles. In addition, infrastructure development 

activities by the government such as the construction of dams, roads, cyclone shelters, 

drainage, water supply and improvement of sanitation systems are also considered climate 

change adaptation activities.  

Bangladesh first began its adaptation program by preparing the National Adaptation 

Programme of Action (NAPA, 2005) in response to the UNFCCC. In 2009 the Bangladesh 

Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan (BCCSAP) was also developed and is currently the 

main generator of policy documents in relation to adaptation programs and activities. These 

documents are considered living documents, so periodical review and assessment are 

undertaken. Despite being one of the world’s greatest ‘climate-victims’, Bangladesh is also 

regarded as one of the better organised countries for disaster management in the world, 

because of the manner in which it deals with its disaster impacts. In light of this, the next 

chapter will discuss women’s experiences of survival and coping in a changing environment 

to provide a deeper understanding of women’s contributions to climate change adaptation.    
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Chapter Five   

Women’s Role in Climate Change 
Adaptation: Experiences from Formal 

Programs	  

5.1: Introduction 

It is widely argued that women suffer in particular ways and experience more difficulties 

from natural degradation and disasters (see Alston, 2014; UN Women, 2014; GGCA, 2013). 

Women’s biological, social and economic situations differ significantly to those of men. It is 

these variations that shape different identities, roles and responsibilities, which in turn create 

different vulnerabilities to environmental problems. Consequently, the responses of women 

and men also differ (see Ariyabandu, 2009; FAO, 2010; Ginige, Amaratunga and Haigh, 

2014).  

Employing the elements of the gender analysis frameworks, this chapter answers the 

second research question: What are women’s roles and responsibilities in current climate 

change adaptation practices in Bangladesh? In answering this question, the chapter begins by 

providing an overview of the socio-economic status of women, as it is important to 

understand gender dynamics and gender power relations in Bangladesh in order to connect 

women’s roles and responses to different climatic and environmental problems. The chapter 

continues by expanding on the gender analysis of three formal programs to reveal whether or 

not the gender dynamics of society, gender-differentiated needs and women’s standpoints are 

considered in institutional level community interventions. 

In this chapter, first, I argue that women’s effective participation in formal adaptation 

programs is an important element for the success of the program, which can in turn create a 

positive impact on household resiliency. Second, I contend that women employ several 

interrelated survival techniques including uniting with other women, building social networks 

and raising awareness of their problems and needs through their involvement in the programs, 

despite the prevailing gender constraints. These techniques allow them to engage in and seek 
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access to local development activities, while group unity encourages them to protect the 

environment as a part of their life struggle. Finally, I claim that if women are given proper 

opportunities to get involved in formal adaptation programs, they can offer encouraging 

prospects within their communities in terms of women’s empowerment and changing gender 

relations.  

5.2: Socio-Economic Status of Women in Bangladesh: Gender 

Relations and Power Dynamics 

Bangladesh’s socio-cultural environment contains pervasive gender discrimination, so 

girls and women face many obstacles to their development. Girls are often considered to 

be financial burdens on their family, and from the time of birth, they receive less 

investment in their health, care and education (UNICEF, 2008, p. 1).  

Bangladesh is a traditional patriarchal society, where males play a dominant role within the 

family, the community and society as a whole. This situation is pervasive within states, 

political institutions and legal systems as the consequence of deeply rooted unequal gender 

relations. According to Kabeer and Mahmud (2004, p. 94) in Bangladesh there is a strict 

patriarchal structure which includes “the practice of female seclusion, patrilineal principles of 

descent and inheritance [and] patrilocal principles of marriage.” Another study by UNICEF 

(2010, p. 1) argues that the mobility of Bangladeshi women is controlled and male family 

members often make the decisions. In particular, economic decisions such as women’s health 

and employment-related issues are usually determined by their husbands. Due to prevalent 

cultural and socio-economic conditions women experience structural discrimination such as 

access to and control over resources, less opportunity for employment and under-

representation in the political sphere (Ahmed and Maitra, 2010, p. 83).  

Currently in Bangladesh the male-female ratio is 50.1: 49.9, which indicates an 

increasing female population, since in the earlier census (2001) the ratio was 51.9: 48.1 

(BBS, 2011, p.19).  The gender statistics (2012) produced by the Bangladesh Bureau of 

Statistics (BBS) provide a statistical overview of the gender situation in Bangladesh. Some 

important indicators selected from the gender statistics are presented in the following table.  
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Table 5.1: Selected Indicators of Gender Statistics 

Indicator Gender 
Segregation 

Percentage Source 

Labour force participation (15+) Women 36 Labour Force Survey,  

BBS (2010) Men 82.5 

Employed population (informal) Women 92.3 Labour Force Survey, 

BBS (2010) 
Men 85.5 

Employed population 

(formal) 

Women 7.7 Labour Force Survey, 

BBS (2010 
Men 14.6 

Informal employment  

(non-agriculture)  

Women 32.5 Labour Force Survey, 

BBS (2010 Men  51.2 

Access to micro credit 

 

Women 38.4 Household Income and 

Expenditure Survey, 

 BBS (2010) 
Men  61.6 

Women’s share of government: 

 Ministerial positions 

 

 13 

 

Cabinet Division,  

Information, 2011 

Parliament Seats 

 

 20 

Source: BBS (2012), Gender statistics of Bangladesh, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS), pp. xxiii–xxv.  

The statistical data (BBS, 2011, pp. 244–246) demonstrate that in urban areas 67 percent of 

men are employed whereas only 18 percent of women have formal employment.  In rural 

areas only 8 percent of women are formally employed compared to 63 percent of men. The 

statistics exhibit a large gender disparity in relation to women’s economic status both for 

urban and rural areas. However, the unemployment status of women does not mean that 

women do not engage in any type of economic activities. According to Kabeer and Mahmud 

(2004, p. 94) this scenario reinforces women’s restricted mobility in the public domain as 

they either work as unpaid family labourers or engage in informal work within the home. The 

labour market in Bangladesh is very male dominated with women mostly relegated to work in 

the informal sector. Women also receive lower wages than men in paid employment sectors 

in both rural and urban areas and the status of employment, occupation and hours of work are 

determined by males (Ahmed and Maitra, 2010, p. 85). A study conducted by OXFAM and 
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Somasthe  (Moni, 2015)30 claims that despite not being recognised as farmers, 61.1 percent of 

the female labour-force is involved in agriculture, which is more than their participation in 

the ready-made garments (RMG) sector. This contradicts a previous claim that the majority 

of female labour engages in the ready-made garments sector and shows that women’s labour 

force participation in agriculture is an under-represented phenomenon. However, women’s 

involvement in some formal sectors (public and private) such as ready-made garments, 

shrimp processing, cosmetics, shoes and pharmaceuticals industries is significant and 

women’s economic participation rate has increased to 36 percent from 29.2 percent in the 

period of 2005–2006 to 2010 (BBS, 2012, p. 2). Among those in the RMG sector, about 80–

85 percent of workers are women and this sector has played a significant role in the country’s 

economic success over the last two decades (Khatiwada, 2014, para. 4). 

In Bangladesh, households are mainly headed and controlled by men (88 percent) and 

only 12 percent of households are led by women (BBS, 2011, p. 23). The proportion of 

female-headed households has increased more in urban areas than rural areas since the last 

census (2001). Interestingly, female-headed households experience less poverty (26.6 

percent) than male-headed households (32.1 percent), although the female-headed 

household’s monthly average income is lower than that of the male-headed household (BBS, 

2012, p. xxii). Women usually adopt many strategies to maintain household food security and 

statistics show that 1.9 percent of women in rural areas and 1 percent in urban areas often 

skip meals each month (NIOPRT, 2013, 193). In Bangladesh, discriminatory practices and 

rules prevail in access to assets and distribution of property to women; they only own 3.5 

percent of agricultural lands (Scalise, 2009, p. 32). Neither Muslim nor Hindu women of 

Bangladesh enjoy equal rights in inheritance of land or property (Karim, 2013 p. 161). 

Women’s lower economic status and subordinate position results in a high prevalence of 

unattended home births; the high birth rate among adolescent girls and malnourishment 

contribute to the high maternal mortality rate; and one in every 51 women has a risk of dying 

during childbirth within her reproductive life span (UNICEF, 2010, p. 3). The maternal 

mortality rate per 1000 live births is 2.16 due to pregnancy or childbirth-related 

complications every year (BBS, 2012, p. xxi).     

Despite such constraints, Bangladeshi women have experienced some positive 

achievements. Women’s life expectancy has increased within the last 30 years from 54.3 

years to 69.3 years, which is higher than men (BBS 2012, p. xxi; Khatiwada, 2014, para. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 A report Published in the Daily Prothom Alo, January 14, 2016. 
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6).  Bangladesh is one of the countries that have achieved the first of eight millennium 

development goals of reducing extreme poverty rates from 58 percent to 29 percent between 

1991 and 2012, before the targeted period, and the estimated ratio for 2015 is 24.8 percent 

(GED, 2015, p. 9). Maternal health has improved and child mortality rate also has decreased 

significantly (from 151/1000 to 41/1000) within the same period from 1991 to 2013 (GED, 

2015, p. 10). Bangladesh has also progressed in providing education for girls and now girls 

outnumber boys in primary school enrolment (GED, 2015, p. 09). The net attendance rates in 

secondary and tertiary education are still quite low, however improving: at the secondary 

level 46 percent are girls and 53 percent boys and at the tertiary level, there are six girls for 

every 10 boys (BBS, 2012). The achievements in the health and education sectors are 

strongly related to changing gender relations and an increasing awareness level for women 

(Hossain and Kabeer, 2004). Currently Bangladesh’s position in the global gender gap index 

is 64 out of 145 countries which is a significant progress within last eight years. In 2007 its 

rank was 100 and within South Asian countries its position is at the top (WEF, 2015, p.8). 

Despite the persisting inequalities, Bangladeshi women have historically shown great 

resilience and courage in confronting social, economic, political and environmental problems. 

Women’s active participation in advancing civil and political rights is an important factor in 

their overall advancement (Azim, 2010, p. 263). For example, thousands of women actively 

participated in the liberation war in 1971 along with men and their sacrifice and supportive 

role played a significant part in achieving the victory (Begum, 2012). After independence 

(1972) the women’s equality movement in Bangladesh gained momentum through the 

influence of various organisations including NGOs, women’s groups and other civil society 

organisations (Mohsin, 2010, pp. 17–19).  In recent years a large number of NGOs have 

played a vital role in bringing women into public spaces in rural Bangladesh: the microcredit 

sector is one such initiative. According to Islam (2015, p. 48), Bangladesh’s microcredit 

sector had received global attention for “the speed at which it grew to its present size and 

prominence”. Rural women of Bangladesh are the main drivers of the microfinance sector. 

This has helped them to improve their household wellbeing along with facilitating economic 

empowerment. In effect, many NGOs have accessed the social fabric to bring qualitative 

change in the life of rural women in Bangladesh (Tanjeela, 2011, p. 81).  

The Constitution of Bangladesh guarantees equal rights of women in every sphere of 
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their life and even provides for special affirmative measures to promote equality31. To 

promote women’s development the Government of Bangladesh has put in place measures 

which include increasing girls’ equal access to education, creating opportunities for women’s 

employment, increasing women’s political representation, and enacting new laws and 

reformation of others for women32 (GOB, 2011; GED, 2015, p. 10). Amongst these, women’s 

participation at the local political domain is a particularly important step. The provision of 

three elected seats for women in the local governmental bodies is a significant and 

encouraging effort to increase women’s political participation in Bangladesh (Tanjeela, 

2008). However, initially during 1997, there was a lack of women’s presence and interest to 

participate actively in the election. The scenario has changed and at present the inclusion of a 

female vice-chairman post at Upazila Parishad (second tier of local government) has 

improved the situation positively (Rahman, 2012). Consequently, more women are being 

encouraged to engage in the formal power structure at both Union Parishad and Upazila level, 

which is a positive aspect for the advancement of local women. Indeed, women’s 

representation and participation in politics are the prerequisites for ensuring women’s 

empowerment by incorporating them in decision-making bodies (Mohsin, 2010, p. 21).  

Nonetheless, as a traditional patriarchal society, in Bangladesh politics remains 

basically men’s work. Women’s lack of education, resources, power, information and 

opportunity, and fear of sexual harassment creates a situation where they are less likely to 

participate or succeed in politics (Chowdhury, 2009, p.617). Nevertheless, women’s 

participation in local government bodies has resulted in a significant number of women 

becoming involved in local politics as well as local development.  This has opened up new 

avenues for women. For example, the Women Development Forum (WDF) is a recent 

initiative for creating a “platform for elected women to raise voices on their issues, capacitate 

and groom (local level) women leadership to promote democracy at grass-roots level” 

(UZGP, 2014, p. 19)33. The main objective of the forum is to enhance the capacity of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 The Constitution of Bangladesh was formulated in 1972 soon after its independence. The Constitution offers equal right to 
women which include: participation of women in national life (Article 10); equal opportunity for all citizens (Article 19(1) 
subsection 2); equality before law (Article 27); equal opportunity in public employment (Article 29); participation in 
parliament (Article 65) (LPAD, 2010). 
32 Bangladesh is now implementing the Fourth National Women’s Development Policy, which was put in practice in 2011. 
A vast range of activities were incorporated to expedite the development of women in Bangladesh. 
33 The Upazila Governance Project (UZGP) is a UNDP supported project under the Local Government Division (LGD) of 
Bangladesh’s Government to  “strengthen the capacities of local governments and stakeholders to foster participatory local 
government services for the MGDs” (UZGP, 2014, p. 8) 
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elected female representatives of Union Parishad (the lowest tier of local government), 

Upazila Parishad (the second tier of local government) and municipalities (urban local 

government) to apply their experiences and initiatives to solve their problems (UZGP, 2014). 

This type of initiative enhances women’s empowerment by ensuring their effective 

participation, which can fundamentally change the overall development trajectory of a 

country. 

The following discussion provides a detailed analysis of three different types of 

adaptation programs, which I have selected for my study. This discussion will help to 

understand how women participate and are involved in climate change adaptation programs 

and projects within the prevailing gender construction. It examines women’s contributions 

through their engagement and participation in response to their household or community 

needs in the climate change context.  

5.3: Description of the Selected Adaptation Programs  

As discussed in Chapter Two (2.3.3) adaptation is generally described as practices and 

arrangements designed to assist with and support responses to climate change-related 

vulnerabilities (see IPCC, 2014; Smit and Wandel, 2006). In a broad sense it refers to the 

actions or activities taken by individuals, communities, private companies and governments 

to reduce vulnerabilities caused by climate change (see Adger, 2006; Renaud and Perez, 

2010). As the inhabitants of a country besieged by natural disasters, Bangladeshi people have 

a long experience of dealing with and adjusting to climate-related hazards, although most of 

the institutional supports began just a few decades ago. According to the BCCSAP (2009, p. 

34), over the generations the people of Bangladesh have adapted to the risk of floods, 

droughts and cyclones through locally innovative practices, changing crop and agricultural 

systems and adopting diversified ways of earning a living. Sovacool et al. (2012a, p. 113) 

state that, “vulnerability to climate change is not only exposure to natural disasters and 

altered climates, but also sensitivity to change and the capacity to respond”. People in 

Bangladesh continually confront a series of natural disasters with limited resources. In this 

process, women offer their active involvement with their male counterparts at the household 

to community level.  

The following section examines the women’s level of engagement, participation and 

involvement in four selected adaptation programs. The three selected programs focus on three 
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climate-induced disasters which include cyclones and tidal surges, drought and landslides. 

These three programs were selected based on different geographical settings, partners 

involved and the implementation process. First, I briefly describe the programs and then 

provide a gender analysis of each program. 

5.3.1: Program One: The Cyclone Preparedness Program (CPP) 

Location: Southwest Coastal Region, Khulna 

Sectors:  Water, livelihood, endangered life  

Climate change aspects: Cyclone and tidal surge, sea level rise, salinity intrusion  

Strategies: Voluntarism, community participation, awareness rising, information 

dissemination, disaster risk reduction 

Background: In November 1970, a devastating cyclone with a wind speed of 223 Km/hour 

along with a 6 to 9 metres height storm surge struck the coastal regions of Bangladesh, killed 

approximately 500,000 people and made millions of others homeless and destitute (ADRC, 

2005, p.33). Consequently, the United Nations General Assembly requested the International 

Federation to take an initiative in establishing and improving the disaster preparedness for 

Bangladesh. In response, the International Federation and Bangladesh Red Crescent Society 

undertook an extensive evaluation and introduced a new program in February 1972 for 

cyclone preparedness in the coastal belts of Bangladesh (Amin, 2012, p. 10). Initially, the 

program had covered 204 Unions (lowest tier of local government) of 24 Upazilas (sub-

districts) in three coastal districts involving 20,310 local volunteers and providing a 

transceiver telecommunication system in 22 stations (ADRC, 2005, p.32). In 1973, the 

Government of Bangladesh took the financial responsibility and set up a joint program by 

forming a policy committee and a program implementation board, which is still continuing as 

the Cyclone Preparedness Program (CPP). At present, the Bangladesh government and 

Bangladesh Red Crescent Society are jointly implementing the program in 17 coastal 

districts, engaging local communities aiming to develop and strengthen the disaster 

preparedness and response capacity of coastal communities (Amin, 2012, p. 11).  

Coverage and implementation methods: Currently the CPP is working through 2845 units in 

274 unions, under 32 Upazila (sub-districts), and with 49,365 volunteers. Each unit covers 

one or two villages with a population of approximately 2000 to 3000. 10 male and five 
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female volunteers are recruited from the respective unit with the support of the villagers. In 

each unit, male and female volunteers are divided into five groups: warning dissemination, 

rescue, shelter, first aid and relief distribution (food and clothing) (CPP, 2014, para, 4). The 

following diagram shows the structure of the CPP committee. 

Figure 5.1: Structure of Cyclone Preparedness Committee 

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

The activities of the program: The program targets the affected communities to develop 

village disaster preparedness committees and disaster preparedness squads so that community 

people can respond in a timely manner. The volunteers work with individual households by 

forming small groups consisting of 20–25 members. They arrange regular meeting to discuss 

and share knowledge on household level disaster preparation, such as storing food and water 

for emergency periods, saving valuable assets and constructing platforms to protect poultry 

and cattle. Female volunteers motivate local women to move and use cyclone shelters as 

refuges during a cyclone and they provide special care for women and children. Other than 

these main activities, the committee members and volunteers are involved in social activities 

in collaboration with the local administration, local government bodies, Upazila disaster 

management committee, educational institutions, religious institutions, and social clubs. The 

program considers the success of any disaster preparedness relies on social engagement and 

community involvement (IFRC, 2010). In order to do that, the CPP carries out the following 

public awareness activities in cyclone prone coastal areas: 

• Cyclone preparedness drills and demonstrations 
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• Posters, leaflets and booklets distributions 

• Film/Video shows 

• Publicity campaigns 

• Using media such as newspaper, radio and television for information dissemination  

• Staging drama and folk songs by local cultural groups 

(Amin, 2012 (pp. 9–15); CPP Coordinator, personal communication, October 24, 2013; Rashid, 

1997). 

Progress to date: The program has produced 49,365 trained volunteers and among 

them14,225 are active female volunteers (Rashid, n.d.). During the 1991 cyclone, a high 

number of casualties occurred among women and children. This happened due to lack of 

information and awareness of women about the cyclone risk; also, culturally rural women are 

not allowed to leave the house alone or without the husband’s permission. As a result, during 

emergencies many women waited at home for male members. In this context, the program 

focuses particularly on women to reduce their specific risks and vulnerabilities. After 

implementation of the program, it was found that a large number of women do move to 

evacuation centres during any disaster. Another success of this program is the high level of 

motivated and committed volunteers. Despite threats to their own lives and the loss of life of 

some, volunteers saved a vast number of lives in their communities (BDRCS, 2013; IFRC, 

2010; Local CPP staff, personal communication, October 15, 2013).  

5.3.2: Program Two: Assistance to Local Communities on Climate 

Change Adaptation and Disaster Risk Reduction 

Location: Northern Region, Naogaon 

Sectors:  Water, agriculture, livelihood  

Climate change aspects: Temperature increase, rainfall and drought  

Strategies: Community participation, livelihood supports, sustainable development 

Organisation: Action Aid, Bangladesh 

Background: Action Aid Bangladesh (AAB) initiated this project in 2008 for the poorest and 

most marginalised communities in some climate affected regions of Bangladesh. This project 

was implemented through sustainable adaptation strategies to adapt to the long-term future 



104	  
	  

climate change risk, particularly focusing on three hazards (drought, flood and cyclone). It is 

funded by the Embassy of Denmark (Raihan et al., 2010, p. 17). The interventions focus on 

building the adaptive capacity of climate vulnerable poor households and communities 

towards a long-term goal of developing resilience to climate change (Faulkner and Ali, 2012, 

p.12). Strategically, AAB believes in a right-based development approach so it considers 

climate change adaptation as a community driven social and political process that can address 

poverty reduction and enhance resiliency among vulnerable groups (Christensen et al., 2012, 

p.9). Therefore, the project focuses on the capacity building of local government institutions 

along with the vulnerable community so that both can be cooperative and responsive to 

community adaptation demands and provide adaptation support (Raihan et al., 2010).   

Coverage and implementing methods: This project was implemented in two stages, with an 

initial phase of activities occurring in the three years from January 2008 to December 2010. 

A further two years extension from January 2011 to December 2012 started with ‘scaling up 

CBA (community based adaptation) with local government’ on the experiences and learning 

from the first intervention (Faulkner and Ali, 2012, p. 15). This project was initiated in 12 

villages, across three different districts prone to three different climatic hazards: Sirajganj for 

flood and river erosion; Patuakhali for cyclones, salinity and sea level rise; and Naogaon for 

drought (Raihan et al., 2010, pp. 17–19). From there the drought adaptation program was 

selected for this study. In Naogaon the project was implemented with the support of ABB’s 

two local partner NGOs, Barendra Development Organization (BDO) and Barendavumi 

Social Development Organization (BSDO). The project covered three Unions (lowest tier of 

local the government) of Shapahar Upazila in the Naogaon district.  

Activities of the project: The project was implemented through involving and engaging the 

local community. In total 60 male and female groups were formed and each group consisted 

of 30 members. The group was known as Gono Gobesona Dal (GGD), which means 

community research group. The group members identified their own problems and needs in 

the drought context of their locality through participatory research. Accordingly, the groups 

were designated with different roles and responsibilities, which were defined by group 

members. Local partner NGO (BDSO) supported the community to implement the project 

activities. The community was supported by local need-based livelihood activities as a means 

of adaptation, such as: 

• Climate resilient water and sanitation support through installation of tube wells, digging 
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ponds, wells and building toilets.   

• Training on climate resilient agriculture such as drought tolerant rice, alternative farming or 

other agricultural production.  

• Livelihood and asset management support through duck, cattle and lamb rearing, vegetable 

gardening and livestock management.  

• Social forestry through roadside mango tree plantation  

(BSDO, 2013, pp. 7–10) 

Since the main objective of the project was to facilitate community-based adaptation 

processes, the project engaged GGDs for the community adaptation planning process and 

group members were trained accordingly. In addition, in order to build up a community 

knowledge management centre, exposure visits to other intervention sites were arranged and 

facilitated shared learning was carried out during the project period (BSDO, program 

manager, personal communication, December 29, 2013). 

Progress to date: Some strong community groups were established which remained active 

even after the project period finished. The program created awareness and developed capacity 

among the local community, which improves the sustainability of the projects. The 

community became more conscious about service roles and responsibilities of local 

government; as a result they became aware of their rights. Currently, another project named 

‘Coordinated Livelihood Initiatives for Maximum Adaptation to Environment’ has started to 

continue activities in response to community demand.  Both the community and the partner 

NGO strongly believe that they can carry out the activities if NGO support is withdrawn, 

which is a successful outcome of the project. Community assets such as social forestry, water 

bodies and sanitation systems provide good sustainability capital. 

5.3.3: Program Three: Community-Based Early Warning System 

(CBEWS) on Landslides 

Location:  South-west region, Cox’s Bazar 

Sectors:  Displacement, migration, urbanisation 
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Climate change aspects: Erratic rainfall, landslides, sea level rise  

Strategies: Community participation, early warning, resiliency 

Organisation: Asian Disaster Preparedness Centre-Bangladesh. 

Background: Landslide is a recent addition to climatic hazard events particularly in the 

Chittagong district of Bangladesh, with approximately 70,000 people at risk in 18 sub-

districts of that region (IRIN, 2008). In most cases landslides take place suddenly without any 

forewarning. The landslides of these areas are mostly connected with heavy monsoon rain or 

with any approaching cyclones in the Bay of Bengal coast (ADPC, 2013). In addition, man-

made activities such as illegal hill cutting, human settlement in the slopes and continuous 

deforestation in Chittagong and Cox’s Bazar pose a serious threat to life and the environment 

(IRIN, 2008). Due to lack of awareness and understanding of the nature of pre-event 

symptoms, vulnerable populations cannot take precautions before the event occurs. This 

reduces the capacities of people who are at risk to respond in time and to make preparations 

to move to a safe place.  However, a landslide is still considered a secondary hazard in 

Bangladesh, so is excluded from the disaster risk reduction strategy and is yet to be 

incorporated as a climatic hazard (see Chapter 4.3.4). The nexus between climate-induced 

migration, urbanisation and emergence of new type of hazards was not studied in Bangladesh 

until 2007. The Comprehensive Disaster Management Program (CDMP) started working on 

mapping urban hazards, vulnerability assessment and loss estimation in the three cities of 

Bangladesh (Chittagong, Cox’s Bazar and Teknaf) in 2010 (CDMP, 2012a, p. 9). Eventually, 

that work helped to identify the vulnerability and intensity of this new type of urban hazard 

for the cities of the Chittagong division. Following in 2010 the Asian Disaster Preparedness 

Centre (ADPC) started providing technical assistance in two municipalities through a project 

called ‘SHOUHARDO’— the Community Based Early Warning System (CBEWS) on 

Landslide focusing on risk reduction and climate change adaptation in urban areas, 

particularly targeting landslides. The project period was three years from March 2010 to May 

2013 (ADPC, 2013, pp. 15–17). At present, the respective municipalities and community 

volunteers are continuing the program on a small scale as the support of the ADPC has been 

withdrawn. 

Coverage and implementing methods: As an initial activity the project selected 60 (48 males, 

12 females) volunteers from the selected community and trained them. Three volunteers from 

each community (two boys and one girl) were trained to measure daily rainfall data, assess 
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landslide probability, inform community people, maintain communication among other 

volunteers and conduct landslide simulations. As part of the training the volunteers were 

introduced to local administration, city councillors and relevant local government bodies to 

gain access to immediate support during any emergency. The project trained all councillors of 

municipalities to raise awareness of the severity of the hazard and to engage local 

government bodies actively in risk reduction initiatives. In addition, eight rain gauge metres 

were installed to monitor regular rainfall and four billboards were set up as part of behaviour 

change communication (BCC) in developing community awareness. The activities were 

carried out in a systematic and coordinated way with the involvement of all stakeholders. 

However, like many other poor urban settlements these communities have not been provided 

with minimum living standards facilities, so lack of proper sanitation and sources of drinking 

water were the main areas of distress. To address these problems (through municipality 

support for the communities) the program installed some tube-wells and an improved 

sanitation system. 

Activities of the projects: The first activity of the project was to identify the hilly areas that 

were vulnerable to landslides triggered by heavy rainfall and to develop a community-based 

early warning system to manage the landslides. Second, the project aimed to provide a 

‘model’ landslide disaster risk reduction strategy for other hazard prone cities of Bangladesh 

using its experience. Third, the project formulated a long-term landslide hazard mitigation 

strategy for Bangladesh by involving stakeholder institutions (CDMP, 2012c, p. 6). 

Therefore, the program mainly focused on identifying cost effective methodologies and 

practices that can be adopted by the communities living with risks (ADPC, 2013). To achieve 

these objectives the project included the following activities:  

• Selection of target communities for landslide risk mitigation demonstration. 

• Training community volunteers of the selected communities. 

• Establishment of the Disaster Management Steering Committee in the city corporation. 

• Community-based hazard and vulnerability identification workshops at local levels. 

• Landslide hazard mapping in the city area, integrating multi-hazard maps and vulnerability 

assessment of that area. 

• Community-based emergency management and response planning in selected communities. 

• Development of community-based landslide early warning mechanism and installation of 

early warning devices for identified vulnerable locations. 

• Training and public awareness programs for city level stakeholders. 
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• Development of case studies to capture the experience. 

              (ADPC, 2010, p. 5)  

Progress to date: These efforts have helped to build community awareness and saved lives 

during landslides in both municipalities in June 2012, following heavy rainfall for five to 

seven consecutive days. 15–20 minutes after evacuation a major landslide occurred at 

Jadipahar, in the Cox’s Bazar municipality. The evacuation process was a significant success 

for the community as a part of the project. The volunteers are trying to continue the activities 

even though the project has ended. During the rainy season heavy rainfall is observed and 

volunteers visit the critical slopes areas several times. If volunteers observe consecutive 

rainfall above 150 mm they advise inhabitants to move to safer places and provide support to 

those who need help to evacuate (ADPC Assessment Report, 2013; project manager, personal 

communication, November 3, 2013). 

The following section analyses the level of engagement, involvement and participation 

of women in the programs described above.  

5.4: Women’s Engagement, Involvement and Participation in the 

Programs 

Agarwal (2001a, p. 1624) states that most development projects have an obligatory option to 

ensure stakeholders’ participation in order to listen to their voices and bring them into the 

decision-making process. However, there is a lack of attention as to what extent women can 

utilise opportunities or involve themselves. Moreover, women’s effective participation is 

frequently limited hence despite their representation in many development projects, these 

projects often fail to achieve their ultimate objective (Das, 2014, p. 206). Therefore, the level 

and type of participation of all stakeholders is an important factor in determining the 

outcomes of any program or project in terms of equity, efficiency as well as sustainability 

(Agarwal, 2001a, p. 1625). To understand the underlying gender dynamics of the process, 

gender analysis is an important tool. Gender analysis refers to the process of assessing the 

gender-differentiated impacts or benefits reinforced by the gender construction (social, 

economic or institutional) of any development activity. In doing so, this analysis offers scope 

to reduce the inequality (Hunt, 2004, p.100). There are a number of frameworks for gender 

analysis in feminist research; among these I have chosen the women’s Empowerment 

Framework (Longwe, 1995), Moser’s (1993) Gender Planning Analysis Framework and 



109	  
	  

Kabeer’s (1994) Social Relations Framework to analyse the cases in my study. These three 

frameworks share a common reflection on gender as a power relationship, which is also one 

of the vital considerations of feminist environmental theories, as discussed in Chapter 2.2.2). 

However, the frameworks also offer diverse ‘scope and emphasis’ to help us understand 

context specific gender issues and problems (March, Smyth and Mukhapadhyay, 1999, p. 22)  

Longwe’s Women’s Empowerment Framework examines women’s empowerment 

processes at a practical level, by analysing the extent to which development interventions 

support their empowerment. The framework considers women’s empowerment through 

parameters such as equal control, participation, ‘conscientisation’, access and welfare in the 

development activities (March, Smyth and Mukhapadhyay, 1999, p. 93). The framework uses 

the term ‘control’ to refer to equality among men and women’s positions; ‘participation’ as 

equal involvement in every decision-making stage; ‘conscientisation’ as awareness or 

understanding about persisting gender discrimination; ‘access’ as equal access to all type of 

resources and opportunities; and ‘welfare’ as material wellbeing in terms of food, education, 

income and health services (UNDP, 2001, pp. 25–26). 

Moser’s Gender Planning Analysis Framework is based on the idea that gender issues, 

particularly in relation to women, have been marginalised in development activities at both 

the planning and practice level (Moser, 2014, p. 9). The framework considers issues such as 

complexities of gender relations, gender division of labour, control over resources and 

different gendered positions at both the household and community level for analysis (Hunt, 

2004; Moser, 1993; Moser, 2014). Based on these concepts, Moser’s framework considers 

that gender-differentiated roles and gender needs are the two critical parameters in gender 

analysis. The first refers to women’s triple roles (reproductive, productive, community)34 and 

the second refers to women’s practical and strategic needs 35 (Moser, 1989, p.1799).  

Kabeer’s Social Relations Framework was developed with the aim of improving human 

wellbeing with a particular focus on empowering women (Kabeer, 1994, p.97). The term 

‘social relations’ was defined as the structural relations that reinforce systemic differences 

and disparities among the different social groups (Miller and Razavi, 1998). Like class, caste 

or ethnicity, gender relations are a type of social relations. Unequal social relations are the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Reproductive work includes ‘the care and maintenance of the household and its members’. Productive work involves ‘the 
production of goods and services for consumption and trade’. Community work includes ‘the activities of the collective 
organization of social events and services’ (March, Smyth and Mukhapadhyay, 1999, pp. 56–58). 
35 Practical needs are defined as immediate needs and strategic needs are those that can challenge and change existing gender 
power relation and women’s subordination (Moser, 1989).  
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main determinant of unequal distribution of power, resources and responsibilities thus the 

poor and women are often socially excluded due to discriminatory structural practices. This 

framework considers that gender inequality not only exists at the family and household level 

but also at a community, market and state level. The main strength of this framework is that 

these institutions are taken into account as important contributing factors that reproduce and 

reinforce inequalities (March, Smyth and Mukhapadhyay, 1999, pp. 102–105; ILO, 1998). 

According to these three frameworks the underlying factors that need to be considered 

in conducting gender analysis are outlined in the following table. 

  Table 5.2: Factors and Variables to Assess the Level and Types of Women’s   

  Participation  

Factors Variables 

Gender balanced participation Women-men’s involvement by numbers 

Access to and control over resources Property, asset, endowments,  benefits 

Gender Roles Triple roles: reproductive, productive community 

Gender division of labor Dichotomy between private and public work 

Gender needs Practical and strategic 

Power relations  
 

Customs, norms, social preference, mobility 

Potential aspects Change in gender relations and the empowerment 
process for women 

Sources: Adapted from Longwe (1995); Moser (1993); Kabeer’s gender analysis framework (1994). 

The table has been developed and based on core themes of the three gender analysis 

frameworks as discussed above. Although each framework considers unequal gender power 

relations as a critical underlying factor for gender discrimination, each framework offers 

further social dimensions to consider. Hence, interlinked analytical factors are taken from 

each framework to better capture the whole scenario. From Longwe’s framework, women’s 

(gender balanced) participation, their ‘awareness’ of discrimination and their ‘access to and 

control over resources’, was adopted to analyse the advantages or disadvantages and gaps 

between women and men in Bangladesh. Similarly, from Moser’s framework, ‘gender roles’, 

‘division of labour’ and ‘gender needs’ are considered to better understand interconnecting 

relationships that shape women’s level of participation and their endowments or benefits. 

Correspondingly, Kabeer’s analytical framework precisely addresses the different spheres of 

social relations where gender relations play an important role. It considers that gender 
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relations not only operate within the household, but also in the societal as well as state level 

and has perspectives for changing gender relations. Thus, most of the gender issues that exist 

within the domain of climate change adaptation both in rural and urban context in Bangladesh 

have been accommodated in the table. The following discussion identifies the systematic 

lacks, gaps and mismatches between theory and practice by synthesising the three different 

gender analysis frameworks for my case study analysis. 

The findings from my fieldwork show that the Cyclone Preparedness Program used 

community participation as a tool to run the program more effectively. Different 

responsibilities and contributions were delegated and delivered to male and female volunteers 

(described in Section 5.3). Two male volunteers and one female volunteer work in each 

group, which reflects that the program did not consider gender balanced participation as an 

important factor in the gender equity measures. Consequently, this imbalance tends to hinder 

the fullest participation of women in each group. This unequal representation results in fewer 

women are being trained compared to male volunteers.  

During a focus group discussion with a CPP team, female volunteers expressed their 

views this way:  

It is easy and comfortable to work together with more women, especially at the 

community level because many community people, who have a conservative mindset, do 

not accept us working with men, particularly when we are alone. Sometimes senior 

family members such as father-in-law or mother-in-law do not feel at ease or 

comfortable. Therefore, it would be better for us if we had two women volunteers in each 

group (FGD.MG2, 2013). 

From my study I found that women were mainly involved in early warning dissemination, 

first aid service delivery and evacuation of the elderly, pregnant women and children during 

the pre-disaster stage; and in the post-disaster return to their homes. In many cases female 

volunteers were left with the sole responsibility for early warning dissemination. This was 

particularly the case in emergency periods, when every household within their community 

needed to be visited. Women are generally not active in the other two committees (relief and 

rescue) and they usually were not involved in the relief committees as this is socially 

considered men’s work.  

Both gender power relations and gender stereotyped work divisions play a vital role in 
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defining the level and engagement of women in any program or project. As Cornwall (2003, 

p. 1329) discusses in the context of community forest management, “the means by which 

women are excluded [through] hegemonic gender norms, may echo and reinforce, as well as 

replicate patterns of gendered exclusion that have [a] wider resonance” in society. As female 

volunteers are often required to take care of injured or sick people during any disaster, they 

are provided with first aid training and toolkits. However, they are not involved in resource 

distribution such as relief work, which is more related to power as it involves monetary issues, 

and it is men who tend to be in control of this realm. This practice suggests that women’s 

involvement is limited and the caring role of women becomes prominent in the community. 

Unsurprisingly, women are actively excluded from roles that would grant them power status 

or decision-making authority within the community.  

Additionally, women face difficulties accessing training outside of the locality due to 

the gendered norms of private and public spaces which restrict their mobility. As a result, in 

most cases husbands or male family members accompany them when they need to travel 

outside the locale for training. Consequently, many female volunteers were trained locally 

with training delivered by male team leaders and miss the opportunity to go outside of the 

village and gain experience within a wider context. This reinforces the fact that women’s 

mobility is shaped by gendered norms and any outside activities beyond household duties are 

considered as additional.  

Despite these negative aspects, the positive aspect of the program is that, along with 

women’s practical or immediate needs, there is a focus on women’s strategic needs. Strategic 

needs that can challenges the gender division of labour alter existing gender relations (Moser, 

1989). For example, the reason women refrain from moving to a safe place without a male 

family member during a disaster is an outcome of gendered norms and division of labour. 

Having more women in public spaces and in leadership positions can bring changes to the 

way women are perceived. In this way, the more women participate in public spaces, the 

more opportunity they have both to speak about their own issues and also to be the voice for 

other women.  

Women are better placed to fully capable to comprehend the trouble that women face 

due to gender identity in public spaces, especially in evacuation centers and relief queues 

during disaster and post-disaster periods. As a result, women’s involvement in the program 

has created a positive space to address women’s issues effectively, as one volunteer observes: 
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Earlier most of the women did not want to move to cyclone shelters even when being 

forced. But now women feel comfortable and confident to go to cyclone shelters because 

they know that we will be beside them and we will take care of them. We could motivate 

women to take shelter in a safe place during a cyclone. We are also concerned about 

women’s problems, requirements and safety (FGD.WG2, 2013). 

The increasing visibility of women as community volunteers thus has a positive impact for 

women, adolescent girls and children who take shelter in the evacuation or cyclone centres. 

Positive changes have been noticed among other local women regarding disaster awareness 

because of the cyclone preparedness program. Female members of the CPP team have played 

a significant role in raising awareness of local women and encouraging them to move to safe 

places after receiving a disaster warning. They also discuss among themselves how to keep 

their livestock, dry food and other assets safe during disasters by using traditional practices 

and knowledge. Thus, a disaster resilient community can be a strong part of climate change 

adaptation when a program considers women as proactive agents in bringing change.  

In the Assistance to Local Communities on Climate Change Adaptation and Disaster 

Risk Reduction Project the number of women participants is quite high as the project formed 

more female community research groups than male groups. Therefore, a larger number of 

female facilitators and group mobilisers have developed and provided a supportive 

environment to strengthen female leadership skills. Consequently, female engagement at 

every stage, even in the planning process, has developed, as reflected in the interview with a 

35-years old female leader of a women’s group (Tilna village) in Shapahar Upazila. She 

presents a more analytical outlook about social and female-centric issues closely related to 

climate change and activities in her community’s day-to-day lives:  

Women contribute more to their family and household work even in agriculture. But 

society does not appreciate or acknowledge it much. For example, women of our locality 

do seed preservation, sow seeds, help in planting the paddy and have all the 

responsibilities after harvesting. They perform these along with their daily household 

chores, yet they have to listen to men complaining that women do not do much work 

(IDI.5, 2014). 

Correspondingly, the data collected reveal that women GGD groups have become aware of 

the climatic change of their area and are more conscious of the problems. This highlights that 

women’s engagement in village research groups enhances their knowledge, in contrast to the 
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traditional belief that women are more concerned about household matters and lack interest 

about outside issues. Interestingly, women of this area were found to be aware of the present 

changing climate situation and other environmental problems. A recent pest attack in the rice 

fields in their locality as a result of changing rainfall and their explanation highlight this 

point: 

Climate change is happening because of the weather pattern change. We have been 

noticing that rain does not come when expected. When it is time for the paddy plantation 

in the monsoon period, it is not raining.  When rain comes, it has no use. This year a new 

problem has emerged. The pests attacked in the root of rice plants due to the dampness 

caused by trapped water during heavy rainfall. The pests ate and destroyed crops, which 

reduced rice production significantly (FGD.WG3, 2013). 

This comment demonstrates that women are aware of agriculture-related problems, even 

though traditional patriarchal views do not consider women as farmers, so do not value their 

knowledge.  In addition, the dichotomy between household and society constrains women from 

getting involved in the broader aspects of community activities, which deprives them of related 

information. Women mostly join group meetings after completing their household 

responsibilities therefore have limited time to discuss other issues. This is in contrast to men 

who do not experience time or locational constraints.  

Although the program considered women as active partners, it was framed within the 

traditional gender boundary, so that women’s class, religion or ethnicity differences were not 

fully considered. Therefore, women from ethnic minority groups could not participate, or be 

active, due to their differentiated work responsibilities such as engagement in agricultural 

labour. In addition, their ethnic identity restricts them from such engagement. During the 

field visits, I noticed that women from the local ethnic community (Sawntal) could not join in 

the scheduled FGD because they were working in the fields. I found that all women from this 

ethnic community had to work either on their own agricultural land or as an agricultural 

labourer.  This is very different from the local Muslim women who only perform duties 

related to agricultural work at home. This is another dimension of a multicultural society and 

reinforces the point that even when belonging to the same class or same society, women do 

not constitute a homogenous group. As a result, women from different ethnic communities do 

not have equal access or opportunities to receive training, and are deprived of the related 

benefits. A Sawntal woman, aged 45, described her daily life:  
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We have to work like men in the fields but that does not necessarily mean that we do not 

have to do our household duties. I usually wake up at 5am to finish household chores 

such as fetching water, cooking, feeding family members and taking care of livestock. 

After that, by 7am, I need to go to the field carrying food for the male members of my 

family. I work with them until evening and on the way back home, I collect firewood 

from the trees or nearby bushes. After returning, I have to prepare dinner for my family. I 

can go bed between 9pm-10pm after completing all my duties (IDI.6, 2014).  

These onerous responsibilities for women are thus a barrier to receiving the benefits from 

some of the development activities. This can happen even at the household level as a result of 

gender power relations. Coleman and Mwangi (2013, p.194) argue that gender-differentiated 

access to resources, assets and endowments creates different opportunities for men and 

women and, generally, women have fewer opportunities due to their lower status, education 

and skills. This discrimination also applies to women belonging to the same class but factors 

such as religious or ethnic identity do create divisions. This project appears to have 

overlooked these social dimensions which influence women’s participation.  

However, despite this drawback, this program has created opportunities for women in 

general by supporting livelihood-based adaptation activities. Such activities have led to an 

increase in their resiliency and capacity to cope. From this field, it was apparent that female 

members have become active in presenting demands for services from the local government. 

This is particularly important for the planning and budgeting of local government. Moreover, 

new levels of knowledge and capacity have enabled female GGD members to question their 

service providers on issues of accountability and transparency. An example of how increased 

group unity and awareness about rights help women access or demand support from local 

institutions is provided: 

Once we had a scarcity of veterinary medicine and veterinarians did not visit our village 

regularly. We went to the authority in a group to ensure the availability of services 

provided by the government. That incident made the service providers understand that 

we know our rights. Since that day, the vets visit our village regularly and provide 

vaccines for the cattle and poultry. We made it possible because we went to claim that 

service for the community. This has saved our poultry and also helped to save money, 

which used to be spent on the purchase of medicines. We consider this achievement as a 

success of our togetherness. (FGD.WG4, 2014) 

Likewise, this adaptation intervention has enhanced female empowerment by providing 



116	  
	  

livelihood assets such as vegetable seeds, chicken, lambs and giving women control over the 

community mango forestry. Such measures are important in strengthening women’s roles as 

active partners of community-based adaptation. The status and bargaining power of women 

within the family has improved because these activities have visible impacts on a family’s 

wellbeing. As an adaptation measure, most of the women (FGD.WG3 and FGD.WG4) 

emphasised the importance of livelihood activities that, in turn, reinforce the processes of 

empowerment at household and community level.  

In the Community Based Early Warning System (CBEWS) on Landslide, the socio-

economic structure is different from the other two cases in terms of inhabitants’ living 

conditions, occupations, attachments to the environment and daily life experiences as an 

urban settlement. This settlement has grown over the decades due to a large number of the 

population migrating from their previous homelands as a way of adapting to climate-induced 

natural disasters. As the inhabitants of the community state:  

When the major parts of the islands Shonadiya, Kutubdiya, Sandwip, and Moheshkhali 

went under water due to tidal surges and river erosion, people started to move to nearby 

areas. Actually, this migration started a few decades back. Now the second generation of 

these migrant populations is living here. Over the years many more areas have gone 

under the sea but some new lands called ‘char’ have also emerged. We have heard that in 

the southern part of Maheshkhali a large ‘char’ (area of land) has emerged and can 

accommodate almost 20,000 to 30,000 people, whereas only 2000 to 3000 habitants are 

currently living there. The reason is that people do not want to go back to such places 

that can be inundated anytime and cause the inhabitants to lose their homes again 

(FGD.MG6, 2014). 

However, the new settlements are no longer considered safe. A program coordinator from 

ADPC has remarked that due to the increased population influx, rapid urbanisation and 

activities such as hill cutting and settlement in hill slopes triggering landslides have become an 

environmental problem. Consequently, safety is a major issue for the community. Since it is 

not possible to shift the community from this place, the project’s target is to develop disaster 

resilience through awareness raising and capacity building (KI.12, 2014). In doing so, the 

project has trained three young volunteers for each community (see project activities). 

In a similar fashion to many gender insensitive development projects, the project design 

did not consider an equal gender composition of volunteers. Of the three volunteers only one 

was a female who needed to work with two males. It can be a significant challenge for a 
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female volunteer to work alone with two males in such a traditional society. However, socio-

geographic conditions also shape women’s mobility and define gender roles and 

responsibilities. As an urban area, more women are visible in public spaces such as the 

market place, construction work and informal labour sectors. Although usually women prefer 

to stay at home, the overall societal attitude is not as conservative as in rural areas of 

Bangladesh. For this reason female volunteers did not receive a negative response from the 

community when working alone with male volunteers. In addition, some NGO workers 

working in the community who are mostly women helped to shape the community’s mindset 

about women’s visibility in community activities. This finding indicates that there is a 

significant difference in gendered norms and values between the rural and urban societies of 

Bangladesh. A female volunteer from the South Baharchhara Ward narrates her experience: 

We (girls and boys) usually work together during any type of disaster. We observe and 

recorded rainfall trends, accordingly disseminate warnings and evacuate. We have 

needed to rescue elderly people, children, pregnant women and people with disabilities 

many times. I did not get any resistance from the community as they saw we were doing 

work for its safety and local people know that no work can be done properly within 

women. However, I feel that the project should train another female volunteer for better 

results (IDI.8, 2014). 

There is a considerable difference between urban and rural settlements in terms of women’s 

roles and responsibilities. In the urban settlement of my study women are less involved with 

natural resources to service the household or support family income. Instead women engage in 

small-scale home-based informal economic sectors such as crafts, tailoring and street vending. 

Men are not always considered to be the main breadwinner of the family and female-headed 

households are common in this area. As a result, traditional notions of gender divisions of labour 

are less prominent. However, most of the women complete household chores, home-based 

economic activities and stay inside the house, which puts them, as a group, at greater risk of 

sudden environmental hazards like landslides. The following statements are from a group of 

women of Jadipahar Ward of Cox’s Bazar municipality. When asked about their daily activities 

they comment that:  

All types of household duties such as cooking for family members, taking care of 

children and the elderly, and fetching water are our responsibility. We need to walk long 

distances through the valleys to fetch water. Generally, in a day we need almost 30 litres 

of water to meet our household water needs. It requires huge physical strength to collect 
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such an amount of water every day. Our husbands cannot help us in fetching or carrying 

water as they work in the main town or beach side. Alongside household activities we do 

home-based economic activities and some women also work outside (FGD.WG6, 2014).  

The project’s main focus was on the immediate needs of the community from a Disaster Risk 

Reduction perspective, so it failed to include adaptation aspects of the climate refugee 

population. As a result, no livelihood-related program was incorporated, which is urgently 

needed for the women of the community. However, the program was reasonably effective in 

involving local government bodies (as stakeholders) and received some support and services 

in return. Members of the community informed me that municipality councillors monitor the 

situation during heavy rain, give evacuation support, provide shelter and supply food in 

evacuation centres. This ongoing link with the councillors has helped communities to access 

other services of the municipality, but the women still required financial and technical 

support to initiate livelihood activities. Nonetheless, a women’s group affiliated with the 

Department of Women’s Affairs has introduced some training and initiated income-

generating activities for the women of this community. However it is only a small-scale 

initiative for 30–40 women, excluding a significant proportion of the community.   

The strongest part of the CBEWS project is that trained young females have played a 

major role in raising awareness within the community as volunteers. The findings of this 

project concur with those of Coleman and Mwingi (2013, p. 201), who argue that women’s 

visibility can bring positive impacts and generate positive attitudes and interest among 

women to engage in those activities that are not familiar to them. As found in my study, the 

involvement of female volunteers can create a sense that the inclusion of women is vital to 

the success of any project. A female volunteer aged 20 years from the Jadipahar ward speaks 

about her involvement in the project: 

In 2010, along with four other boys, I was selected from our community as a volunteer 

for the project. I was chosen for my educational level and interest in working for the 

community.  A three member (one girl and two boys) volunteer team was formed in the 

selected wards of the municipality. We, the volunteers, received training on different 

climatic hazards like landslides, floods, cyclones and water logging as part of the project 

activities and we were taught how to deal with those. After receiving training, we started 

working on landslide awareness raising in our community. We trained them how to 

understand the first signs of landslides, when to disseminate the information to 
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community and how to respond in a timely way.  We made them realize that we could 

save our lives if we moved to a safer place as early as possible (IDI.9, 2014).  

Young female volunteers have expressed their interests in becoming future leaders of their 

community and maintaining their involvement in social activities. Sutton and Tobin (2011, 

pp.899–900) found that younger people and females were more likely to engage in climate 

change adaptation and mitigation than the elderly and men respectively. This project reached 

similar conclusions: young girls and women of the community have shown the most interest 

in working for a disaster resilient community. 

5.5: Women’s Roles and Contributions through Different Levels of 

Participation 

According to the typology of participation identified by Agarwal (2001, p.1624, see Table 

5.2), women participate in, or are involved in, six different types of community development 

activities. Although Agarwal’s (2001) typology is based on community forest management in 

India, her insights have been used to examine women’s participation particularly in 

community-based projects in the South Asian contexts (see Agarwal and Chhatre, 2006; Das, 

2011; Das, 2014).  

                      Table 5.3: Typology of Participation 

Form of Participation Type of Participation 
 
Nominal 
 

 
Only membership in the group 

 
Passive  

 
Do not have a voice, just informed of decisions to follow  
 

 
Consultative 

 
Participate in meeting, can express opinion but no 
decision-making power  
 

 
Activity specific participation 

 
Involved in specific work, volunteering and have a stake 
 

 
Active 
 

 
Can express opinion and take new initiatives 

Interactive or empowering Have opinion and influence in decision-making 
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	  	  	  	  	  	  Source: Agarwal (2001, p. 1624). 

Agarwal (2001) notes that there are contributing factors that shape the level and nature of 

women’s participation which include the exclusion of women as a marginalised group; social 

norms such as the division of labour, separate spaces for women and men; social preferences; 

gender power relations; access to tangible and intangible resources or social networks; and 

attributes such as caste position or social status (as cited in Coleman and Mwingi, 2013, 

p.193). Empirical information from my study reveals complex and diverse participation 

among women depending on roles, such as leader, member or beneficiary of the programs or 

projects. Additionally, local social and customary contributing factors shape their 

participation. In the next part of this discussion, I link the classifications above with the 

findings from the program and projects included in my study. 

In my view, none of these projects could involve all group members equally and 

consequently the capacity of the majority of members was under-utilised. As a result, only a 

small portion (leaders or volunteers) was more actively involved in the project’s activities, 

whereas the involvement of other group members can be considered as passive because they 

neither gave opinions nor influences decisions. These power dynamics operate within the 

women’s groups in the community. In addition, inequality in the composition or 

representation of male-female at a leadership level can results in uneven power relations 

among women and men; women are allocated specific activities. This reflects women’s and 

men’s perceived roles and identities in society. It is possible that a high number of women’s 

groups have a tendency to marginalise women’s issues such as household water management. 

Men need to be involved in the process to resolve this potential problem. 

On the basis of the gender analysis framework developed above and Agarwal’s 

typology of participation, the following Table 5.4 summarises women’s participation and 

involvement across the selected programs and projects.	  
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Table 5.4: Type, Form and Level of Participation of Women in the Programs/ Projects 
of the Study 

 
Program/Project 

 
Position of women 

 
Type of 

participation 

 
How participation 

is viewed  
 

Cyclone-Preparedness 
Program 
 

 

Volunteers 
 

Activity specific 
 

Actor 

Community women Passive Object 

 

Drought Adaptation 

 

 

 

GGD leader 
 

Active/Interactive 
 

Agent 

GGD member Consultative  Instrument  

Community women No participation  
 

CBEWS 
 

Volunteers 
 

Activity specific 
 

Actor 

Community women Passive  Object 

My overall findings strongly suggest that women’s participation is controlled and shaped by 

social norms, gender division of labour and gender power relations. This situation supports 

the findings of Cornwall and Gaventa (2001). Coleman and Mwingi (2013) connect women’s 

socio-demographic status with women’s engagement and involvement. An example of this 

from my study is the inability of women from ethnic minority groups in drought prone areas 

to engage in project activities fully due to their specific gender roles and socio-economic 

status.  

Women mostly perform their community roles and duties within traditional norms and 

social constructs. This does not always necessarily result in a negative outcome. For example, 

a positive result was evident when senior women aged 40–45 from the community were 

engaged in the CPP and local cultural norms and customs were taken into consideration. This 

was noticeable during the discussion with CPP team members (FGD.MG2 and FGD.WG.1) 

that, when formed, the CPP team decided not to include any unmarried girls as team 

members. This was because, traditionally, after marriage a girl needs to leave her parents’ 

house and move to her husband’s home. Consequently, she cannot continue the program’s 

activities. Therefore, to maintain continuity and to increase the level of credibility, local 

senior women who were permanent residents were involved. This practice ensured 

sustainability and social acceptance of the program’s activities. Ahmed (2012) argues that 

local practice and need-based adaptation can be more sustainable when both stakeholders 
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(men and women) are included and can participate fully. In contrast, the CBEWS project 

preferred to engage young girls who have fewer household responsibilities than married 

women or mothers. In addition, in urban areas women are more visible and it is more 

acceptable for them to be in public spaces as opposed to their rural counterparts. The project 

capitalised on this positive aspect by engaging young volunteers and the enthusiasm of youth 

became the driving force of the project. Giving responsibilities to young people, particularly 

involving them in development activities such as disaster risk reduction and climate change 

adaptation has a long-term impact for sustainable outcomes. The increased participation of 

women (both young and aged) will have a positive impact on the gender balance 

development of the future. 

From my analysis it is evident that group unity and social bonding are powerful tools 

for women to raise their voice and express demands. For instance, the drought adaptation 

project aimed to change traditional gendered norms by involving women in local government 

activities, hence increasing their mobility and visibility. Consequently, some female GGD 

members expressed their interest in taking part in the local government election for the 

female UP member position. This was a result of the group’s strength and women’s agency to 

demonstrate political will. The support for women’s strategic needs can change gender power 

relations. Women hope their representation in local government will help to include their 

needs-based programs or projects in local development activities. This rights-based approach 

has provided women with the opportunity to raise their voices about their problems and has 

encouraged them to be involved in public spaces.  

The difference between government and non-government’s project activities is mainly 

in the approaches they adopt and the ways women or gender issues are considered. The 

government still utilises the WID (Women in Development) approach aimed to incorporate 

women in specific projects for their social or economic development whereas NGOs have 

shifted to GAD (Gender and Development)36 approach that considers integrating women in 

development processes and to empowering them through changing gender power relations. 

The contributing factor behind the difference is that the NGOs are more influenced and 

driven by donor and international organisations’ ideology whereas the government has its 

own  stance (KI.1 and KI.5). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Reeves and Baden state that, “The WID (Women in Development) approach calls for greater attention to women in 
development policy and practice, and emphasises the need to integrate them into the development process. In contrast the 
GAD (Gender and Development) approach focuses on the socially constructed basis of differences between men and women 
and emphasises the need to challenge existing gender roles and relations” (Reeves and Baden, 2000, p. 3). 
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5.6: Chapter Summary 

The structural discrimination related to women’s biological, social and economic conditions 

positions them as more vulnerable to environmental disasters than men. Empirical evidence 

from three selected adaptation projects and programs shows that due to the combined effect 

of these factors women possess different gender identities, which influences how their roles 

and responsibilities are defined in responding to climate change. The different levels of 

engagement, involvement and participation of women in these programs depend on their 

specific positions and roles in the adaptation programs. A gender analysis of the selected 

adaptation programs indicates that women are mostly offered supportive and activity specific 

roles rather than being regarded as active partners in formal projects and programs. It was 

also revealed that the type and level of women’s participation are influenced by several socio-

cultural factors where gendered norms and power relations play a vital role. As CRIAW-

ICREF (2006, p.9) argues, gender-based discrimination alone fails to recognise and address 

the multifaceted causes and impacts of marginalisation and exclusion of women most 

adversely affected by poverty and existing power relations. 

However, despite their limited and activity specific participation in formal adaptation 

programs, household and community resiliency has been significantly enhanced. Many rural 

women’s groups consider themselves equal to their male counterparts and increased group 

unity and awareness have also developed a grassroot level of activism among women. In 

addition, their significant contributions in community disaster preparedness and disaster 

management have proven that they play a crucial role not just during any disaster, but in the 

preliminary stages as well as in the aftermath. Therefore, improving representation of women 

and ensuring women’s participation are necessary steps for the success of the programs. 

Women’s involvement in development activities has emerged as a part of their gender power 

struggle and indicates a gradual cultural shift of traditional patriarchal society. My findings 

also suggest that there are differences between government and non-government projects 

regarding the way women were included and involved. This may determine whether their 

participation can be deemed to be effective. NGOs are more aware of gender-sensitive 

programs or projects due to the influence of donors. 

Aiming to understand women’s role more comprehensively, the next section will 

explore Bangladeshi women’s contributions to climate change adaptation from their daily life 

experiences beyond their involvement in formal programs or projects.  
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Chapter Six 

Women’s Responses to Climate Change: 
Insights from Daily Experiences  

 6.1: Introduction 

Women are primary users of natural resources and for daily survival and family maintenance 

they depend on local flora and fauna (Jahan, 2008). Eco-feminists argue that women’s lives 

are directly attached to the local ecosystems (Merchant, 1992; Shiva, 1989). Consequently, 

there is interconnectivity between women and environmental degradation (Mies and Shiva, 

2014 ; Shiva, 1993). In contrast, environmental feminists and feminist political ecologists 

argue that environmental problems that cause women’s vulnerability are the structural result 

of a gender division of labour and gender power relations (Agarwal, 1998; Elmhirst, 2011; 

Resurrección, 2013). Nasrin (2012, p. 150) also points out that Bangladeshi rural women are 

more vulnerable to environmental degradation due to climate change but at the same time 

they have different capabilities due to their dependency on natural resources for food, fuel, 

fodder, water, medicine and earnings for their livelihood. Similarly, Dankelman (2008) 

argues that women’s primary responsibility for resource management allows them to develop 

different capabilities. 

The discussion on my findings in this chapter responds to the third research question of 

the thesis: What coping practices do women exercise in their daily lives and why are these 

important considerations for building resilience to climate change? Using elements of the 

thesis’s theoretical framework, this chapter intends to expose and explore the Bangladeshi 

womens’ contributions to climate change adaptation from their daily life experiences. 

Women’s involvement in formal programs or projects demonstrates only a small segment of 

their efforts and contributions in response to climate change. They are involved in many more 

activities in their daily lives, particularly at household level. To understand the gender-

differentiated coping strategies and women’s role in informal adaptation practices, I 

employed multi-dimensional aspects and insights from empirical evidence.  
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In this chapter, first, I argue that Bangladeshi women’s lives are inseparable from any 

type of environmental problem. Consequently, to survive they need to deal with such 

problems continually. In this process, their specific gender identity, roles and gender division 

of labour play an important part in determining the coping practices that these women 

employ. Second, I contend that women’s daily life experiences help them to gather diverse 

knowledge about the environment and the capacity to closely observe environmental change. 

This encourages them to adopt innovative coping strategies and subsequently enhances their 

family’s resilience. Third, local and indigenous coping practices offer potential strategies for 

formal adaptation practices where women always play an active role. Finally, I argue that 

women unite with other women and build social capital that enhances their agency to solve 

social and environmental problems. In this way, despite the lack of other types of capital, 

they can still minimise problems. 

The following sections present the Bangladeshi women’s diverse contributions at 

household and community level in response to climate change and environmental degradation 

based on empirical data and information. This discussion demonstrates that women play an 

active and vital role in building household resiliency through numerous informal practices. In 

addition, their involvement in various community-based activities in turns supports both their 

families and communities. The fact that they need to perform these duties within traditional 

gender dynamics is the most challenging aspect of climate change adaptation. 

6.2: Floating Garden — A Traditional Practice to Cope With Flood 

As noted previously, Bangladesh is known as one of the most flood prone countries in the 

world (Mirza, 2002; World Bank, 2010; UNDP, 2007). According to the Comprehensive 

Disaster Management Program Flood Map (CDMP, 2014c), 17 districts in Bangladesh have a 

history of 10–20 years return period of annual floods. Gopalgonj is one of these flood prone 

districts and is located in the middle part of Bangladesh.  Nizra Union is within the 

Gopalgonj district and is a flood plain with marshy land where people practice a number of 

indigenous strategies to cope with regular flooding, among them the floating garden. The 

settlements are scattered and located on raised land to avoid seasonal flooding. Local people 

and personnel from the Agriculture Department have commented that, for almost half of the 

year, the village remains under water as the large flood plain continues to be the basin of a 

large catchment area across the Upzilla (FGD.MG4 and LII.6). Consequently, about 90 

percent of the village area is not usable for normal vegetation except deep-water rice which 
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can grow as fast as 25 centimetres a day to reach a length of up to seven metres or 23 feet and 

survive in water as deep as four metres or 13 feet. 

As the Nizra village remains under water for an extended period of the year, it is 

difficult to grow any fruits or vegetables except on the raised homesteads. The limited space 

for cultivation of daily essentials creates an adverse situation for the villagers especially 

during the rainy season. Traditionally, to cope with this situation, the villagers build an 

artificial cultivatable space popularly known as floating garden (‘Gaito’ locally). The floating 

garden is the outcome of long years of cultivation practice in the floodplains areas, 

particularly in the Barishal, Gopalgonj and Pirojpur districts (Irfanullah et al., 2011, p. 31). 

The floating garden is prepared using the long plants of deep-water rice and water hyacinth. 

Preparation of the bed of the garden starts after the rice harvesting period. The size of the 

garden ranges from 200 square feet to 800 square feet depending upon individual 

requirements.  

Once the monsoon starts and water increases, the garden starts to float and can be 

transported from one place to another. During this time different types of vegetables such as 

pumpkin, eggplant and beans are grown on the floating garden. Due to limited access to dry 

lands, the gardens are also used as the grazing space for ducks and chicken. Women from 

their respective households take care of the gardening to meet their food consumption needs. 

This has been traditional practice over the generations among the villagers, who mainly 

depend on agriculture and limited fresh water fish. According to one male villager aged 75 

the use of the floating garden in the village dates back at least one hundred years (LII.7). He 

also learnt from his grandfather about the traditional practice to compensate for the scarcity 

of vegetables in the rainy season.  

In the floating garden practice women play a key role in carrying out the overall 

activities related to the gardens. A local woman aged 60 years of Nizra Union, who has many 

years’ experience in preparing and maintaining her family’s floating garden, describes the 

types of women’s engagement: 

 Men prepare the bed of the gardens and we need to wait until it is ready for plantation. 

We decide what plants and vegetable will grow depending on our preserved seeds. Since 

the gardens are nearby we can easily take care of the plants, how they are growing, what 

is needed when and gathering for household using or selling. We raise our poultry 

animals such as chicken and ducks on the vegetable beds because at that time no dry 

places are available for rearing them (IDI.7, 2013).  
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She (IDI.7) informed me that the idea of a dry place (vegetable bed) that can be easily 

used for poultry raising also comes from women’s knowledge. Plants get natural 

fertilisation from hyacinth and animal waste and animals easily collect their food from 

the water and hyacinth. This supports their households’ nutritious requirements in terms 

of vegetables and protein intake.  

Women’s contributions to such micro-level activities help with the provision of 

household food consumption in crisis periods and are directly linked to household food 

security. Similar statements were provided from others (FGD. MG4 and LII.9), where they 

acknowledge women’s roles as household food managers — a part of their gender identity. 

This practice helps to save family expenditure and provides family income by selling surplus 

production to overcome the financial crisis after disasters (IDI.7).  

This type of traditional native practice is gradually disappearing, particularly in this 

area, as farmers prefer to produce hybrid rice because of its higher yield quality. As a result 

the native rice variety, which is the main element of the floating garden, has almost ceased to 

exist (LI.8). Moreover, the new road facility in the village has connected the villagers to 

market places during the rainy season which has reduced the dependency on the floating 

garden compared to what it was in the past.  

Such developmental activities can bring different consequences for women and men, 

particularly in relation to gender-differentiated household responsibilities. For example, in 

this case, women will gradually lose control over the sources of household food substances 

and some earnings if this practice does not continue, although their responsibility as 

household food managers may remain unchanged. This in turn can cause household food 

insecurity, as the purchasing capacity of the male family members may not increase. 

Ultimately women may need to arrange alternative ways of ensuring household food 

provision, which will create additional burdens on them. Similarly, Vassell (2009) argues that 

when male farmers adopt hybrid seeds and fertilisers, and abandon native varieties, more 

vulnerabilities for female farmers are created as they lack the capacity to purchase these 

items. 

Traditional practices like the floating garden show how women’s traditional knowledge 

and control over subsistence agricultural resources reinforce household resiliency. This type 

of practice can be a useful tool to handle long-term water logging problems; the NAPA 

(2005) also includes it as one of the alternatives (Irfanulla et al., 2011) of climate change 
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adaptation. Moreover, the concept of floating garden has been successfully replicated at the 

macro-level in many places. For instance, recently the idea of a floating school was 

developed by a local organisation in order to provide education in a flood prone rural village 

in north-west Bangladesh, where children could not go to school during floods (Epstein, 

2015). Such traditional practices that have proven successful could be replicated in the 

southern part of the country as an adaptation tool where a number of villages are regularly 

water logged. These types of initiatives are a good example of sustainable and locally 

generated adaptation programs, even if women’s contributions are often overlooked. 

6.3: Household Level Coping: An Extension of the Gender Division 

of Labour 

Gender norms shape gender roles, which reinforce the ‘maintenance and tenacity of a 

hierarchal social order’ (Singh, 2006, cited in Kevany and Huisingh, 2013, p. 54) and 

‘androcentric and male biases continue to remain intact’ (Panda, 2007, p. 323, cited in 

Kevany and Huisingh, 2013, p. 54). Due to a strong gender division of labour, the women of 

Bangladesh are more confined to households than men. Therefore, their activities are mostly 

related to family wellbeing, which plays an important role for their household’s resiliency. 

My study explores how women are engaged in diversified livelihood activities, micro-

economic activities and innovative indigenous practices to back up family maintenance. The 

following aspects reveal how these are contributing to the ability to cope with climate shocks. 

6.3.1: Food, Firewood and Water Management 

All types of reproductive activities are considered as the domain of women due to a distinct 

gender division of labour. Thus, women become solely responsible for household chores such 

as firewood collection, food preparation and supplying household water consumption. 

Kevany and Huisingh (2013, p.58) argue that work burdens, particularly in agriculture-based 

societies, are distributed unequally to women and men irrespective of the region. Fire wood 

collection is important because it is the main domestic source of energy: this is another major 

responsibility of rural women in many developing countries. Agarwal (2001a, p. 1630) states 

that firewood is usually never bought in rural areas, it is women who need to arrange its 

provision.  

A woman aged 45 with five children from Mongla Upazila, shares her alternative 

arrangements to ensure food supply for her family members, especially for her children. This 
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is an example of how gender roles shape women’s responsibilities:    

If my children starve, I cannot accept that as a mother. Therefore, I need to arrange food 

by any means necessary. When I cannot buy from the market I need to collect food 

substances such as leaves, plants and vegetables roots from nearby forests, catch small 

fishes from the canals or rivers. Additionally, I have to collect firewood from bushes and 

trees for cooking to ensure the food supply for my family members (IDI.3, 2013).  

In addition, women lead in small-scale activities such as homestead gardening, plantation and 

livestock (chickens, ducks and goats) rearing have a significant impact on the household’s 

food security as well as displaying resiliency.  Hence, Glazebrook (2011) describes them as 

‘resilient and expert actors’ of climate change adaptation. Undoubtedly, Bangladeshi women 

are a major part of the contribution to global food security. Similarly, Kiptot, Franzel and 

Degrande (2014) show that the involvement of women in agricultural forestry makes a 

substantial contribution to food security and to the economy of the household. This view 

resonates with the study’s female participants from Mongla: 

We do homestead gardening, vegetable growing and small-scale crab and fish farming 

along with our household activities. Although we do not grow those items to sell them, 

they fulfill the major share of our daily food consumption, which is a big support for our 

family. However, after fulfilling our needs, we do sell surplus items to neighbours or at 

the nearby market, which adds to the household income (FGD.WG.1, 2014).  

Scarcity of water resources is another wide-ranging effect of climate change, which was 

prominent in each of my study areas. As women are responsible for ensuring household water 

consumption, they have to spend a significant portion of their time and labour collecting 

water. In many areas, where drinkable water is unavailable, they have to travel far, but they 

do it as a part of their daily life activities to cope with the adverse situation. The UNFPA 

(2002) estimated that girls and women in developing countries walk six kilometres on an 

average per day to fetch water. The following statement from a FGD in a drought prone area 

provides an insight into how gender roles define women’s choices and force them to create 

different arrangements to cope. Women from drought prone areas share a similar type of 

situation:  

Water scarcity is one of the main problems which we have been facing during summer 

and winter for many years. We need to maintain our household activities with limited 

water. Sometime we need to drink less water in order to keep it for our children’s and 



130	  
	  

husband’s  needs. We cannot allow them to suffer. We collect the water from available 

sources whether it is near or far and manage cooking, cleaning, washing and drinking 

water in different ways. Household water requirement is totally our problem and we need 

to resolve it (FGD.WG3, 2013).  

Water management is one example of women’s knowledge of the situation at the household 

level. Women need to decide where to collect water, how to carry it, where to store it and 

keep it safe. They also need to manage diversified water uses and purposes with the limited 

water quantity.  Storage of rainwater during the rainy season for their household use has long 

been a common practice by women. Women use large locally available clay pots to preserve 

rainwater and maintain storage for use in emergency periods. A local woman from the Chila 

union (LII.4) explains that she stores rainwater during the rainy season and she needs to 

travel five kilometers to the north to collect drinking water during the dry season. Recently to 

mitigate the potable water crisis in this area a local NGO, Rupantor, took the initiative of 

building water tanks to harvest rainwater; 10 water tanks were built in the area to attend to 

household needs in the community. This is a useful example of transferring women’s 

indigenous practices to a practical problem solving initiative.  

In the Shapahar Upazila of Naogaon district, a locally innovated toilet has been 

introduced with the support of BDO (Barendra Development Organization), a local NGO. 

These toilets were made using local technology in order to improve sanitation systems and to 

reduce water use at the household level. Generally, women maintain these toilets; they 

informed me during the FGD that water use has decreased and that their labour and time have 

been substantially reduced as they now need to fetch less water. This practice correlates with 

Kuruppu’s (2009) findings that diversified use of domestic water resources is significantly 

important for sustainable water management in the context of water scarcity.  

In addition, some deep-wells were built to ensure drinking water with the support of the 

same NGO in this area. Local women are given the responsibility of maintaining and 

managing those water bodies. Their role in maintaining community water resources is also 

satisfactory. According to them, so far there has been no problem in using the water bodies, 

due to an efficient management system which allocates specific maintenance duties for each 

area. To protect their own interests and benefits the women maintain and follow certain rules, 

which averts possible conflict amongst them. Faeth and Weinthal (2012) state that 

appropriate investments in water use, sanitation and conservation are essential in order to 

reduce vulnerability among the poor, promote security and ensure sustainable development 
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particularly in a period of climate change.  

6.3.2: Women’s Knowledge and Indigenous Coping Practices  

Indigenous knowledge is not taken into sufficient consideration in adaptation discourses 

despite the fact that responses can be more effective if they are linked to the people’s diverse 

knowledge, cultural values and traditional practices (Kuruppu, 2009; Leonard et al., 2013; 

Rodima-Taylor, 2012). Feminist Environmentalism’s viewpoint suggests that there is a 

persistent link between women and the environment, which develops gender-differentiated 

knowledge in women that enhances coping capacity (Elmhirst, 2011; Resurrección, 2013; 

Salehi et al., 2015). People who are living with climate change impacts have alternative 

knowledge about climate variability because of their daily life experiences, which reinforce 

and develop knowledge and local practices in using natural resources (Briggs, 2005; Leonard 

et al., 2013).  

Bangladeshi women are also adopting various indigenous coping practices as my study 

has revealed. Such practices include seed and dry food preservation techniques, mobile 

vegetable gardening, measuring flood water by putting bamboo sticks in nearby canals and 

burning chilli smoke to keep the household safe from snakes. Women in cyclone prone areas 

shared with me some other household level indigenous coping practices, which include 

making ‘mancha’ or raised platforms for livestock (goats, chickens and ducks), dry fish and 

dry food preservation by digging holes in the ground; and pumpkin preservation to maintain 

household food security after a cyclone. An interesting food grain saving practice by women 

was found in the drought prone study area. They call it as ‘mutha sonchoy’ or ‘one handful of 

savings’, which means they keep one handful of rice from their daily cooking allocation. 

After one or two months it has resulted in a reasonable quantity and they store it for use 

during a crisis period as an alternative source of food security.  

Women reducing their meal amount or changing their meal time are also examples of 

coping practices at the personal level. Homestead gardening and cultivating vegetables is a 

common indigenous household practice conducted by rural women. They continue this 

practice even in flood and salinity prone areas adopting alternative methods such as using 

plastic or jute bags to grow vegetables in order to meet their daily household needs. Women’s 

home-based agricultural activities and livestock farming is a significant part of household 

adaptation which they provide for households as part of their duties and responsibilities. 

Dankelman (2008) and Nasreen (2010) have similar findings that women make use of their 
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acquaintances and experiences in numerous ways to adjust and cope with environmental 

problems, particularly, at household level. SHOUHARDO II (2011) articulates diverse 

indigenous practices of the disaster affected population of Bangladesh and shows how they 

make use of it to cope with multifaceted disasters. Similar scenarios have occurred in rural 

South Africa and in the African Sahel during drought adaptation situations. Local knowledge 

can add significant value to the development of sustainable climate change mitigation and 

adaptation strategies that are planned in conjunction with local people and address local 

needs (Nyong, Adesina and Osman, 2007; Roos, Chigeza and Van Niekerk, 2010). 

6.3.3: Subsistence Agriculture and Micro-Economy 

Women’s roles in subsistence agriculture have immense value in supporting household food 

security in the era of climate change (Eunice and Gry, 2011). My findings from my primary 

reaearch suggest the same. When the main agricultural production started decreasing due to 

drought or salinity, women moved to alternative arrangements in order to ensure food 

security for their households. Engagement in non-traditional activities like crab farming in 

Mongla and Dacope Upazila, and lamb/sheep rearing in Shapahar Upazila are two good 

examples of women’s dynamic roles moving beyond their customary gender role in this era 

of shifting from traditional agricultural production as a result of climate change effects. 

Recognising women’s capabilities many NGOs provide technical assistance for women to 

carry out household-based adaptation practices such as homestead gardening, hydroponics 

farming and poultry rearing (LII.3; LII.11). In every area of my study, it is apparent that 

women are undertaking diverse micro-level economic activities such as forming women’s 

groups, achieving small scale savings within the group, becoming members of local NGOs 

and continuing to generate home-based income which in turn works as a household coping 

mechanism. Making regular savings of small amounts can make a significant difference, as 

the efforts of women in this area have shown in times of emergency. A group of women from 

Khulna and Naogaon area contend that:  

You will hardly find any household where women are not involved in earning. Most of 

the women are members of different NGOs. They form women’s groups, provide 

training in different income-generation activities. For example, these are women’s assets 

and usually, the male family members do not pay attention to those small earning. We 

provide our family with food intake and also earn money by selling surplus production. 

This helps our families a lot in dealing with a shortage of food especially the protein 

intake for our children. The money we earn from selling produce, we keep as household 
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savings. We also have monthly savings in our groups and take loans from the group’s 

saving fund in time of need (FGD.WG2 and FGD.WG4, 2014). 

The women I spoke with claim that their savings and support from the microcredit group 

have helped their families to cope with and recover from a disaster or crisis. Impoverished 

rural women of Bangladesh are the main stakeholders of microcredit and microfinance in 

Bangladesh and they are keeping the sectors vibrant as well as supporting their families as 

argued by some scholars (see Islam, 2015; Loro, 2013; Rahman and McAllister, 2011).  

Urban women also play similar roles in supporting the household economy. During my 

discussion with a women’s group named ‘Mohazer Para Mohila Somitee’ (FGD.WG7, 2014) 

in Cox’s Bazar, the participants said that most of their group members are involved in home-

based income-generating activities to support their families. Seashells are the main source of 

income since they get them from the sea and need not spend money collecting them. They 

can run small craft-making businesses dependent on these natural resources without any 

capital. Their children collect seashells from the beach and they make ornaments, home-

decorating pieces and household materials. Several beach-side markets have flourished 

thanks to the resources of the Bay of Bengal where women are the main informal labour 

source. This is an example of how women use natural resources in many different ways and 

support the household economy. In addition, local level informants told me that women are 

the main labour force of informal economic sectors such as dry fish and food preparation, 

cloth embroidery and street food vending in this coastal town. Rahman and Islam (2013) 

claim that there is a trend showing a significant increase in women’s labour participation in 

urban areas of Bangladesh. According to a study by ADB (2010, p. 1) in Bangladesh women 

are predominant in the informal employment sector which makes up 89 percent of the total 

women’s labour force. 

The previous discussion clearly demonstrates that women’s life experiences and 

household responsibilities instigate them to adopt and carry on indigenous and local coping 

practices. Additionally, their contributions to subsistence agriculture, water management and 

the micro-economy are important tools for developing household level resiliency to adapt to 

climate change or environmental degradation. Thus, women offer immense efforts at the 

household level and that in turn support informal adaptation practices. 
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6.4: Community Adaptation: Reshaping Gender Roles 

Women’s involvement in community based adaptation practices offers a new dimension in 

traditional societies in terms of reshaping gender roles and changing gender norms. Women’s 

participation in various community level projects increases their mobility in public places and 

creates the opportunity to become equal development partners. The following discussion 

highlights some significant areas where women are contributing. 

6.4.1: Disaster Risk Reduction and Disaster Management  

There is a close relationship between climate change adaptation and disaster preparedness, 

where women play significant roles in making local women aware and in encouraging the use 

of traditional knowledge to cope with disasters (UNEP, 2008; UNISDR, 2008). My findings 

also support these conclusions. When social and economic activities are interrupted during 

disasters and the affected community becomes solely dependent on external support, women 

intuitively take up the responsibility in order to overcome the difficulties not only for their 

own families but also for the communities. Evidence shows that women are the first and 

foremost respondents after any disaster (Nasreen, 2012; 2010). Women’s roles and 

contributions are a critical part of disaster management and disaster preparedness responses 

to climate change. Gendered tasks such as taking care of children, elderly or disabled 

persons, reinforce a sense of responsibility in women and make them more capable of 

undertaking such social obligations. Moreover, they need to keep the household’s food 

supply going. A woman from Mogla Upazila describes:   

 During any cyclone warning, first, I need to consider the safety of my young kids and 

my aged father and mother-in-law. After a cyclone, I need to think about my family 

members’ food arrangements because they cannot suffer from starvation. So, I always 

have an emergency food arrangement. (IDI.3, 2014)  

The Research Programme on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS, 

2014) states that within communities certain people and groups who have legitimacy and the 

trust of others can be effective mediators for the dissemination of information. A female UP 

member who is a member of the Union Disaster Committee in Mogla Upazila demonstrates 

this concept: 

Now we can transmit the cyclone warning to the women, whereas earlier they had only 

the option of getting information from the male members of the family. Sometimes it 
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would be too late for them to prepare to move. We like to continue this activity in order 

to save people’s lives, particularly the elderly, women and children. Earlier, most of the 

women did not want to move to cyclone shelters, when forced. Now they are aware of 

the after-disaster consequences, so they willingly move to cyclone shelters. They heed 

the early warning about imminent disaster and take it seriously. We do not deliver only 

warning information, we also give suggestions about how to keep household assets and 

livestock safe during the disasters (LII. 4, 2014).   

I observed that women work as an active force both during and in post-disaster situations. 

Their capacities and strength have been utilised in local disaster management committees and 

positive impacts have been noticed particularly at household level. Another important aspect 

of the community-based program is that the activities are operated by the local community 

which motivates members to keep the program alive for their own interests. Moreover, after a 

disaster women play a vital practical role in rebuilding the family and community, something 

that the male participants of the Mongla study area acknowledge: 

Women of our families and our female community members carry out many important 

tasks during disasters — their daily life experiences and knowledge are useful during and 

after disasters. We must admit that women have different types of survival and coping 

skills in emergencies, including food preservation, assets and live-stock protection 

(FGD.MG1, 2013).  

My findings support the argument that rural women’s daily life experiences are important to 

relate with disaster preparedness and management as disaster risk reduction is considered an 

integral part of climate change adaptation in Bangladesh (Islam and Sumon, 2013). My field 

observations and discussions with local women also reveal the diverse roles they play in the 

community in response to disaster management alongside their involvement in formal 

adaptation practices.  

6.4.2: Natural Resource Management  

Women’s attachment to the environment is very different from men’s because of their 

different needs, roles, and responsibilities. Nasrin (2012, p. 151) argues that it is a historical 

reality that men use natural resources as income or monetary sources, while women utilise 

them to meet their basic needs. My findings also suggest that women are more efficient at 

natural resource management due to the particular gendered nature of their work. Elmhirst 

(2011) contends that there is a link between natural resource management and certain types of 
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gendered norms and responsibilities. Women are considered as the primary users of natural 

resources and they collect their everyday essentials such as fruits, vegetables, medicinal 

herbs, wood for fuel and fodder from the forests (Jahan, 2008); for that reason, they use and 

handle them more carefully. The Women of Dacope Upazila prove their positive connections 

with the local forest. The head of the local administration acknowledges the positive use of 

natural resources by women: 

Since this Upazila is adjacent to the ‘Sundarban’, the largest mangrove of Bangladesh, 

most of the people rely on the forest for their livelihood. Men continue to destroy forests 

by cutting trees and steal forest resources whereas women only collect food ingredients, 

firewood and fodder to meet their households’ needs. There is no such incident where 

women are found to be endangering the forest. Without doing any harm, they collect 

many natural resources as a household need or as an additional income source by 

collecting, processing, storing, and selling them at the market (LII.3, 2014). 

Thus, women are often considered as the custodians and promoters of biodiversity and 

environmentally friendly management. This notion makes them the prime stakeholders in 

social or community forestry in Bangladesh. The project manager of the local partner of 

Action Aid, Bangladesh explains the women’s role in community forestry from his 

experience. In 2011, his NGO supported the plantation of 200 mango trees on two sides 

of the village road as a community asset and women were given the responsibility of 

nurturing and taking care of these trees. He recounts why: 

We find women are more responsible in carrying out their duties especially in taking care 

of trees and plants. From their careful nurture, the trees are growing well and they are 

expecting production within next three years. This community forestry is their asset and 

they know that after four or five years these trees will produce a high yield of fruit. That 

will bring money along with fulfilling their consumption needs. This has been possible 

because the women’s groups have taken on such long-term responsibilities. There are 

some such projects run by women and supported by local government and NGOs in this 

area (LI.11, 2014). 

Several NGOs have demonstrated the potential of ‘social forestry’, whether in homesteads or 

alongside roads or railway lines, particularly involving women in Bangladesh. A study shows 

that women’s participation in social forestry has increased from 18 percent to 29 percent 

during 2009–2012 and they are more capable in maintaining and making decisions in the 
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social forestry program (Rahman, 2012). According to Sovacool et al. (2012a) a major part of 

community-based adaptation interventions in Bangladesh is social forestry to protect 

ecosystems and diversify community livelihood to enhance their resilience. Women are the 

main stakeholders of this social forestation. The Community Based Adaptation to Climate 

Change through Coastal Afforestation Project was implemented by the Ministry of 

Environment and Forest and 42 percent of its stakeholders are women (UNDP, 2011, p. 4). 

According to Das (2011, p. 68) women’s participation and involvement in forest management 

is important because the nature of women’s work shapes their preferences on forest resources 

and produces valuable knowledge.  

Women have profound knowledge about the plantation and ecological processes around 

them, since they are traditionally involved in homestead forestry as part of their livelihood. 

Women’s involvement in pre and post-harvest activities such as weeding, pest management, 

seed selection, treatment and storage of harvest crops are important and integral parts of 

agriculture (Vyasulu, 2001). All of these agriculture-related activities are traditionally 

handled by women. For example, the women of Babupura Union have used their knowledge 

regarding a recent pest attack in the paddy fields in an indigenous way: 

This pest attack happens due to the dampness caused by trapped water during heavy 

rainfall. The pest attack starts from the root of rice plants and spreads to inside the rice 

and ultimately destroys the crops. The local Agriculture Department gives us pesticides 

but that cannot control the pests fully. After using the pesticide, 15 to 20 days later, the 

pests come back. Now we are using alternative home-made ways such as an extract of 

‘neem leaves’, ‘nishinda leaves’, ‘bishkata juice’ to control the pests. This preparation 

requires time and hard work in order to collect the ingredients and make it at home. We 

do it alongside our other responsibilities. (FGD.WG3, 2013)  

Thus, women transfer different types of environment or agriculture-related knowledge and 

information from one generation to the next, which is considered an alternative way of 

solving problems. Natural compost preparation is another important function of the 

agricultural sector, which is performed mostly by women at the household level. They 

prepare it from the cooking waste, leaves, cow-dung and animal waste as part of their 

household duties and save money as the family does not then need to purchase chemical 

fertilisers. It is a nature-friendly practice and the best way to use natural household wastage. 

All these practices help to transform their knowledge and wisdom related to diverse 

environmental issues in rural areas from generation to generation. 
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The main difference between the urban and rural women of Bangladesh is the way they 

are attached to nature and natural resources. Rural women are more inclined to understand 

the natural environment, thus they use diverse natural resources for household food 

consumption and sources of income, in the process also creating alternative options to reduce 

vulnerability. In contrast, urban women do not have the opportunity to utilise these resources 

and they need to adapt alternative options to cope with the situation.  

6.4.3: Environmental Activism  

The impact of shrimp farming in the south-east coastal region in Bangladesh has been 

endangering the local ecosystem as well as the people since 1980s (Perucca, 2011, p. 2). The 

experience of shrimp farming and its relationship to the livelihood of women in south-eastern 

Bangladesh clearly demonstrates that environmental degradation is a critical developmental 

problem, which has a disproportionately negative impact on the rural women of these areas 

(Kabir, 2012, pp.71–72). However, the relationship between class and gender often creates an 

unequal distribution of resources which negatively impacts on women (Thomas-Slayter, 

Wangari and Rocheleau, 1996). As a rejoinder, many grassroot level protests by women to 

save the environment and their livelihood are found in many rural areas across the world, 

particularly in South Asia (Agarwal, 2000, p, 150-151). Women’s activism against shrimp 

cultivation and environmental degradation first appeared 25 years ago in southern 

Bangladesh. In 1990 the killing of Karunamoyee Sarder, a landless woman, reflected 

women’s active role in the movement against shrimp cultivation in this region (Raj and Gain, 

1998). A narrative of the incident is cited in Nasrin (2012, p.165): 

On the 7th November 1990 at about 10.00 a.m., five trawlers carrying cadres of the 

shrimp lord came to Horinkhola to cut the embankment in order to set up a shrimp farm. 

Hearing the news of such arrival, the members of the Bittyahin Shamabai Samity brought 

out a peaceful procession, chanting slogans in protest of the shrimp farm. The shrimp 

lord’s men attacked the innocent people ruthlessly with guns, hand-made bombs and 

sharp instruments. Karunamoyee, who was leading the procession, died instantly. Part of 

her skull was severed from her body. Twenty more people were seriously injured. To the 

local people, Karunamoyee became a martyr and the 7th of November is observed every 

year in memory of Karunamoyee (Ghafur,1999).  

Another woman, Zahida Bibi, a mother of five children from the Satkhira district in the same 

region was killed during a protest to protect government owned land (‘khas’ land) acquired 
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for shrimp cultivation in 1998 (Kabir, 2012, p. 68). Both cases are examples of women’s 

collective movements to protect the environment and establish their rights. They sacrificed 

their life to protect their home and livelihood as a part of their activism. The Chipko 

Movement by rural women in India and the Green Belt Movement by Kenyan rural women 

are always highly acknowledged in the eco-feminist discourse (Rocheleau et al., 1996). 

Kevany and Huisingh (2013, p. 69) refer to another collective action by women, which has 

been carried out by strong grassroots institutions in rural Gujarat, India. The campaign 

‘Women, Water and Work’ demonstrates the capacity of women’s groups to work through 

social barriers and continue dialogue with the state organisations in establishing their rights. 

All these examples clearly justify the view of women as a collective agency that has become 

a vital force in responding to climate change, particularly in protecting the environment and 

the consumption of natural resources. 

Evidence from my study areas also supports the idea that women’s initiatives can lead 

to a significant change in the overall standard of life and can create positive impacts on the 

environment. Their life experiences motivate them to set a good example for their community 

in Dacop Upazila of the Khulna district. Shrimp cultivation caused excessive saline content in 

the water, affecting the ground soil, which had an impact on overall livelihood in this area. In 

addition, after cyclones Sidr and Alia, this area became increasingly contaminated by more 

salinity. The villagers have now realised that shrimp cultivation exacerbates the overall 

salinity level and causes natural degradation of the land as they were gradually forced out of 

their traditional livelihood options such as agriculture, homestead gardening and livestock 

rearing.  

Women’s suffering has intensified due to this problem, because the main source of 

household food security and subsistence economy has been substantially affected. As a 

consequence, women’s dependency on natural resources has led them to oppose shrimp 

cultivation in their locality. Over the last two or three years, many lands were exempted from 

shrimp cultivation. As a result, women have started to engage themselves again in different 

kinds of activities, which contribute to protecting and retrieving their traditional nature 

dependent livelihood. This also is a positive outcome for the environment. A representative 

of the local administration in an interview points out: 

Women of this area have again started to raise all types of livestock (cows, goats, sheep, 

chicken and ducks) because these animals’ fodder is automatically arranged from 

agricultural subsistence products. Their workload is reduced by making use of 
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agricultural wastage as fuel. Several NGOs and government supported initiatives are 

providing support to women through capacity building and skill development training, 

microcredits and technology transfer. These are creating new livelihood options as 

alternative adaptation strategies (LII.5, 2014). 

This instance proves that women’s awareness and involvement in environmental problems 

can bring significant changes in their lives in terms of reducing their workload, increasing the 

opportunity to earn money and ensuring household food security.  

The above discussion demonstrates that women’s roles and responses to climate change 

are a major contributing factor in enhancing household and community resiliency. Women’s 

knowledge about the environment or nature can help them to take particular measures at the 

household level to community level to cope with challenging situations. This reinforces the 

significance of women’s participation not only at the micro level but also at the macro level 

of adaptation. Women’s social capital is a powerful tool to overcome the crisis period 

through their group unity and networking. Thus, women are considered the primary 

respondents in any disaster, including cyclone, drought, landslides and flooding.  

Changing gender relations is another important factor of the gender aspect of climate 

change adaptation. There is always a negative connotation to certain types of work for 

women because clear divisions between women and men’s work are a predominant 

phenomenon in rural society (Sultan 2010). Nevertheless, many women are actively and 

confidently involved in so-called ‘non-feminine work’ such as road construction, repairing or 

maintaining local infrastructure, community forest management and local development 

activities (IDI1; IDI4; IDI6; IDI7). Such activities make them visible in the public domain 

and thus they are trying to manage the dichotomy between public and private spheres through 

involvement in disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation.  

Moreover, findings suggest that women’s presence has many positive impacts on 

society and environmental issues as these problems are intertwined with their daily life. I 

discovered that women emphasise important issues such as girls’ education, violence against 

women, dowry, child marriage, family planning and health awareness as a part of their 

activism. They consider that some of these social problems are increasing as the consequence 

of environmental problems. They are interconnected, as mentioned by women’s groups’ 

members, female counselors and UP members of my study (LI5; LI8; L13). Therefore, many 

of them are devoted to the promotion of girls’ education so that the next generation is not 
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disadvantaged in the same way and their contribution will be recognised as equal to that of 

men. These positive aspects need to be capitalised on within formal programs and policy 

processes in order to achieve a more sustainable outcome. 

6.5: Chapter Summary 

This chapter highlights women’s varied responses to environment problems both at the 

household and community level, suggesting that their engagement with climate change is 

more diverse than their involvement in formal adaptation programs. The empirical evidence 

also suggests that women’s multi-dimensional contributions are closely related to their daily 

life experiences. The strategies women use in adjusting and coping with climate change 

situations are mostly generated from their diverse attachments with nature and environment 

as part of their gendered responsibilities. They transfer the indigenous knowledge and 

traditional practices from generation to generation.  

Women keep alive some indigenous practices like the ‘floating garden’ integrating both 

agriculture and livestock farming to reduce food insecurity during flooding. Furthermore, 

various unique and local practices include keeping livestock safe; dry fish and dry food 

preservation by digging holes in the ground; ‘one handful of rice savings’ from daily cooking 

allocation to maintain household food security; rainwater preservation for household 

consumption especially in drought and salinity prone areas. All these practices show that 

women are coping in diverse ways at household level. In addition, women’s involvement in 

natural resource management and the micro-level economy has a significant value in climate 

change adaptation. Hence, these practices are playing key roles in building resiliency for their 

households. 

Many rural women’s groups have been empowered to show their political will as their 

male counterparts do. Increased group unity and awareness have also developed grassroot 

level activism amongst women. In addition, their significant contributions in community 

disaster preparedness and disaster management have proven their necessity in all the different 

stages of any disaster. Yet, in many cases they are still struggling to establish their rights 

through reshaping traditional gender roles and norms. Overall, women’s response to 

environmental degradation and their activism is another important aspect to consider as one 

of the critical factors of climate change adaptation discourse in Bangladesh.  

Despite their vast indigenous knowledge and various beneficial practices at household 

level for climate change adaptation, women’s contributions are still an unrepresented factor 
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in climate change discourse. Improving their representation or ensuring participation is 

essential, but it is no panacea. It is necessary to ensure gender equality at every level, which 

is related to listening to their voices and acknowledging their contributions. Yet this is 

perhaps the more fundamental obstacle for women in the pathway to a gender responsive 

adaptation process in Bangladesh.  

The next chapter will reveal the stories of four women in an effort to obtain and provide 

more insights about women’s contributions at individual level in the climate change 

adaptation of Bangladesh. 
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Chapter Seven   

Women’s Resiliency: Untold Stories from 
the Field  

7.1: Introduction 

Resiliency is one of the important determining factors of adapting capacity or ability to cope 

with adverse situations (Tompkins and Adger, 2004). Nasreen (2012, p. 61) states that 

women practice diverse coping mechanisms as part of their resilience to disasters. This 

chapter presents women’s experiences concerning resilience in their own voices, within four 

different contexts of climate change. Their stories demonstrate that Bangladesh has already 

been experiencing a deep cultural change, particularly in rural society, in terms of changing 

gender roles and relations through women’s participation in economic and development 

activities. The stories of four women show how they have confronted traditional gender 

norms, values and cultural practices to craft pathways towards a more participatory 

development process related to climate change adaptation.  

The participatory and gender responsive approach ultimately leads to challenges and 

alters the power relations between women and men (UN Women, 2014).These are important 

factors for a traditional country like Bangladesh as they indicate the way forward to create 

gender equality. In this context, these Bangladeshi women can be considered as pioneers of 

change because their situation is similar to women who struggle yet achieve and create an 

equitable position at the household or community level. Feminist political ecology has also 

extended its area of analysis by including gender struggles at the household level in the 

context of ecologically sustainable livelihood (Elmhrist, 2011, p. 129).  

In this chapter, first I argue that at the individual level women are making immense 

efforts to build their household’s resilience, which positions them as agents of climate change 

adaptation. Their individual contributions subsequently result in many positive changes, 

particularly in terms of power dynamics within households, where traditional gender relations 

are challenged. Second, I suggest that unless women’s voices are raised and heard, and their 
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contributions acknowledged, it is not possible to ensure their effective participation. Third, I 

claim that when women have the avenue to express their needs and entitlements as a socially 

disadvantaged group, opportunities to embrace a gender responsive approach for climate 

change adaptation will emerge. Finally, I contend that the active involvement of women is a 

prerequisite for any sustainable adaptation. For this to occur there needs to be a supportive 

environment to enhance  women’s bargaining power and empowerment within the family and 

community. 

7.2 Women’s Experiences:  Success Stories  

Personal experiences of women are important to consider because the participatory policy 

approach focuses more on restructuring the stakeholders’ participation as ‘makers and 

shapers’ rather than ‘users and choosers’ in the activities adopted for their wellbeing 

(Cornwall and Gaventa, 2001, p. 20). For example, the gender and development approach 

focuses on “issues of power, voice, agency and rights” of women and the participatory rural 

approach offers people the opportunity to articulate and analyse their problems on their “own 

terms, and focus more on individual agency than on structural analysis” (Cornwall, 2003, pp. 

1326–1328). Hence, women’s capacity to identify their strength is an important factor for 

effective participation as a disadvantaged social group. According to Mohsin (2010, p. 12) 

voice is empowering for creating agency to articulate women’s demands and rights along 

with their capacity to participate equally. The following stories of four women demonstrate 

the challenges of getting women’s voices heard and establishing their rights. Their struggles 

reinforce them as active agents of development within the complexity of different geo-socio-

economic situations. The stories convey women’s ability to respond to climate change and 

demonstrate how their resiliency has increased as they confront different climate change 

problems and tackle the prevailing constraints of gender inequality.  

IDI.1: Anjoli  Sordar37 

Age: 27 years 

Educational qualification: Secondary School Certificate 

Marital status:  Married 

Occupation: House-wife and member of CPP team 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 The real names of women interviewees are not used; this is also mentioned in Chapter Three (IDI refers to In-Depth 
Interviewee). 
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Husband’s occupation: Driver (motorbike) 

Anjoli is a young woman from Bajua Union of Chalna Upazila in Khulna district. She was 

married to Khokon Sardar in 2006 at 18 years of age. At that time she was finishing her 

school certificate examination. It was an arranged marriage which is a quite common 

phenomenon in rural Bangladesh. However, she was fortunate because her husband and 

father-in-law allowed her to complete the examination. Her parents’ house was not in the 

same district as her in-laws and the two areas are not similar in terms of geographical 

conditions. After moving to this new area, she found that there was a crisis in the supply of 

fresh water and she noticed that the water was too salty to use even for household work. Her 

new family members collected potable water, which was carried by boat. The source of fresh 

water was far from their house and they needed to cross the Pashur River that surrounds their 

village. Another problem she faced in her household work was that firewood was not easily 

available and they needed to purchase it. In her parents’ village they could collect it from 

their own garden or farm. She had to adjust to these difficult conditions to perform her 

household responsibilities. In 2007 she was pregnant and she had to stop her higher 

secondary studies, because the college was far away and her physical condition did not allow 

her to travel regularly by boat and bus. Moreover, her husband and family members did not 

support her studies after she became pregnant.   

In September 2007 the devastating cyclone Sidr along with a high surge struck in their 

area. The warning of the cyclone had been given two days before, but no one could predict 

that the magnitude of the cyclone could be so destructive. People had been instructed to move 

to cyclone shelters from their houses and bring their valuable belongings. Observing the 

situation she became quite nervous and anxious for her physical condition, as she was eight 

months pregnant. She was feeling a lot of discomfort and did not want to move from home to 

an unknown and common sharing place. She was more concerned about her movement and 

body shape rather than her safety because pregnant women do not feel at ease in a public 

place. Initially she was unwilling to move into a shared place where both males and females 

needed to stay together during the night. Later on she was motivated and encouraged by the 

female volunteers of Cyclone Preparedness Program (CPP) to move there. Moreover, she was 

also concerned about their household belongings and livestock, which they needed to leave 

behind.  However, there was no other alternative, so she moved to the cyclone shelter along 

with her family members.  
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On September 15, 2007 cyclone Sidr hit the southern coastal belt of Bangladesh; it was 

one of the biggest cyclones in the history of independent Bangladesh.  It caused thousands of 

human causalities, huge assets losses and also destroyed major parts of the Sundarban (the 

biggest mangrove forest discussed in Chapter 3), which is adjacent to the area where Anjoli 

lived. After taking shelter in a cyclone shelter cum primary school, Anjoli did not feel 

uncomfortable because there were separate staying rooms and toilets for men and women and 

she was not anxious because female CPP volunteers carefully looked after her. There were a 

few pregnant women including her and three lactating mothers who needed special facilities 

and supports. 

I thought I needed to stay in same room as men and use one toilet with men in the 

cyclone shelter, but there was a different toilet for women. It made me comfortable to 

stay there. CPP volunteers were concerned about us who were pregnant and sick. Their 

presence changed my mindset about shelter places (IDI.1, 2013). 

Anjoli’s family brought dry food like puffed rice, molasses and water to meet their initial 

needs. Later on the local administration provided dry food, water and oral saline for the 

cyclone shelter. That was the first time that she observed the activities of the cyclone 

preparedness program and the role of volunteers during a disaster period. Their activities 

attracted her, especially the activities of women who were providing first aid to injured 

persons, helping the elderly, pregnant women and children. During that time, she decided that 

if the opportunity came along she would be involved in the CPP activities.   

It was an encouraging experience for me to observe the activities of female volunteers. 

They were taking special care of sick and elderly persons. They were trying to arrange a 

separate space for lactating mothers and pregnant women so that they could stay there 

comfortably. Their activities also included making the place safe and secure for women 

and adolescent girls (IDI.1, 2013). 

Cyclone Sidr brought huge devastating consequences to Anjoli’s family. After staying one 

night in the shelter they returned to their home and found that the floor of their house was 

under water. The kitchen and the cattle shed were demolished and all the livestock, seeds and 

food grains were destroyed. They began to face problems of drinking water management and 

firewood scarcity. Because of these difficult circumstances her husband decided to take a new 

job as a motorbike driver for the transportation of people to remote areas, which is a common 

occupation in recent years in these areas. Earlier he had worked cultivating shrimp in his own 
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land with his father. Although Anjoli’s father-in law continued the farming, the earnings were 

not enough to meet their family’s household expenses. They needed to borrow money to buy 

a motorcycle for her husband so that he could take on this alternative source of income38. She 

had to ask money from her parents. Two months after the disaster she gave birth to a boy. 

Unfortunately, at the age of one-and-half years her son drowned in a nearby pond while he 

was playing with another child.  After this unexpected incident she was severely traumatised 

and her life became meaningless to her without her child. At that time her husband informed 

her that the cyclone preparedness program team was recruiting new female volunteers in their 

union and he encouraged her to join it. She decided to get involved in this community work 

to recover from the emotional shock and this really helped her. Anjoli started working with 

women on awareness raising about disasters, early warnings and also providing first aid care. 

She received training that developed her confidence to carry out her responsibilities. 

In 2014, Anjoli gave birth again and she now has a one-year old daughter. Every 

member of her family thinks this baby has brought good luck to their family, because her 

husband’s income increased after she was born and they were able to repay the money they 

had borrowed. This notion is quite different from traditional gender norms and values where 

sons always get first preference in the family. Moreover, her family members, especially her 

mother-in-law, were supportive and sympathetic about her predicament. She says: 

My family supported me a lot during my awful days. I might never have come out of the 

traumatic situation I was in if they had not allowed me to join the CPP team. My mother-

in-law gave me great support by taking all household responsibilities on her shoulders. 

They did not only think of me as their daughter-in-law but also as a human being who 

has the potential to do something for the community (IDI.1, 2013). 

Because of her family support Anjoli wants to complete her graduation by using the 

opportunity of long distance learning. She wishes to continue her work with the CPP as long 

as can. She feels women’s involvement in the committee helps significantly to make more 

women aware of their role during disasters. Women keep the community and their family 

members safe during disaster periods and contribute in post-disaster recovery as house 

managers. Anjoli expressed her concern: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38  Motorbike is a new transportation mode to travel in remote places of this area where other transport facilities are not 
available. 
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More women should be involved in community activities as that positively helps to keep 

them safer in any disaster. Moreover, women’s presence can encourage other women to 

move to shelter places. Through our life experiences we realised we need more cyclone 

shelters in our area with special facilities for pregnant women, lactating mothers and 

adolescent girls because they have some special requirements (IDI.1, 2013). 

Now Anjoli has become an example of what courageous women can do in their 

community. Overcoming all barriers, she became involved in community disaster 

preparedness and contributed to household and community resiliency. Her personal 

struggle has positioned her as a role model of the community and an inspiration for other 

women. Additionally, her story shows that cooperation and support by other household’s 

members is a vital factor for women to confront the challenges of gender barriers.  

IDI.2: Amina Begum 

Age: 40 years 

Marital status:  Married 

Educational qualification: No formal education 

Occupation: Housewife  

Husband’s occupation: Agricultural works  

Member of a women’s group registered with DWA 

Amina is a struggling woman from Sutarkhali Union of Dacope Upazila in Khulna district. 

During her life she has faced many ups and downs. Twenty-three years ago, when Amina was 

only 17 years old, she married a farmer named Abul Miya. Her father was a farmer with a 

small piece of agricultural land. So for their family maintenance her father needed to cultivate 

other people’s land as a share crop farmer. They had a big family with 10 members. Amina’s 

marriage was arranged by one of her relatives who lived in same village as her husband. She 

was fortunate that her husband’s family was more affluent than her parents’ family and she 

started living with less hardship. Her parents’ house was in a nearby district and 

geographically different from her husband’s locality. In her husband’s village all cultivable 

land was used for shrimp cultivation, not for agricultural activities. First, in her new home, 

she confronted problems with water because it was not drinkable or usable for household 

tasks. She noticed that her mother-in-law and sister-in-law collected drinking water from a 

fresh water pond in a village next to their own village. Another difficulty she found was that 

during cooking and food preparation, firewood or traditional fuel like agricultural wastages 
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was not available. Furthermore, she found that her husband’s family had no livestock like 

cows or goats because there was no place for them to graze. There was no grassland or 

agricultural land so it was difficult to rear poultry or livestock. She explained:  

After coming to my husband’s family I started accompanying my mother-in-law to bring 

water from the next village. I learnt how to maintain all household work with limited 

water though it was difficult to take a bath and wash clothes properly. During 

menstruation it was more difficult to clean the body properly (IDI.2, 2014). 

Amina’s husband had a large piece of land, which was leased to shrimp cultivators for a 

yearly contract. Her family members (her husband’s mother, one brother and one sister) 

needed to survive on these yearly earnings. She started to adjust to the new environment 

gradually. She learnt new coping or adjusting strategies from her mother-in-law and 

other women of the villages such as preserving rainwater, small-scale homestead 

gardening and duck rearing, and crabs farming to support the family’s expenses.  

After two years of marriage Amina became pregnant and did not have any knowledge 

about family planning or contraception at that time. She gave birth to a baby girl at her 

husband’s house with assistance from a traditional village midwife. Due to her young age and 

weak physical condition she suffered a great deal after giving birth. She could not take care 

of her baby properly due to her sickness. It took time for her to get physically well and she 

needed to seek better treatment in a hospital in Khulna city after a local doctor referred her 

there. For that reason her husband had to spend his savings, something that was not well 

accepted by other family members. From then she decided to start saving small amounts so 

that she could use this money when in need. She described: 

I felt very bad when I saw that my husband needed to spend his savings for me and my 

mother-in-law did not accept it easily. That money was saved for my sister-in-law’s 

marriage. I had to face psychological pressure as if it was my fault that I became sick. 

Women’s health problems are not a matter of concern in most families so my mother-in-

law’s reaction was quite normal. I was not in a position to challenge or change her 

mindset. At that time I decided to earn and save money for myself (IDI.2, 2014). 

During this economically vulnerable time her sister-in-law’s marriage was settled and 

her husband needed to sell their land to manage money for marriage purposes and the 

arrangement of the dowry. It was a big economic blow for their family. Her husband 

and brother-in-law only had knowledge and skills about agricultural work but in their 
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area they had no opportunity for this type of work. The male family members started 

catching baby shrimps from the nearby river Pashur but earnings were not enough to 

support their family. By this time Amina gave birth again to a baby boy and the 

household expenditure increased. Her brother-in-law decided to leave the village for 

Dhaka city to search for a new way to earn a living. He was the first person of their 

family who left the village as well as his traditional occupation. Later he became a 

construction worker and lived at a slum in Dhaka city. Amina gave birth to another 

child after two years and now has two daughters and one son of seventeen, thirteen and 

eleven years of age.  

In September 2009 a big cyclone called Aila hit in that part of Bangladesh. The cyclone 

warning was given to the family by the local administration, to move from their house to 

cyclone shelters and take valuable belongings. Two years prior they had faced the devastation 

of cyclone Sidr so they had experience in making preparations to move. But it was a very 

hard decision for them to leave their home. If they left, most of their household goods, cattle, 

poultry and food grains would be unattended, which might cause difficulties for their survival 

later on. Moreover, her mother-in-law was too old to move to the cyclone shelter. So she and 

her husband did not move to the cyclone shelter but sent their children with neighbours. They 

thought about their children’s safety first, not about themselves. Although her elder daughter 

was an adolescent girl at that time, she was sent to the evacuation centre to take care of her 

younger siblings. Amina was worried for her children, especially for her elder daughter 

because she was sent alone to an unknown public place. However, there was no other 

alternative to keep them safe so she had to allow her children to move with neighbours and 

requested that they would take care of her children. The women from a neighbouring family 

kept her children with them and took care of them during their cyclone shelter stay. This is an 

example of women’s strong bonding, receiving support and relying on each other in crisis 

periods. As she states: 

I always maintained very good relations with my neighbours and tried to always help 

them, so when it is needed we can rely on each other. We share our problems and try to 

support each other in any crisis. We have a very good social bond among the women of 

neighbourhood and for this reason the lady from the neighbouring household took the 

responsibility of my children (IDI.2, 2014). 

Cyclone Alia destroyed the roof of their tin shed house. It demolished the mud made kitchen 

and ruined their livestock and food grain. Somehow their lives were saved without any major 
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injuries. After staying one night at the cyclone shelter her children came back safely with the 

others. They then started facing a crisis of no food, no drinking water or firewood. To 

overcome the crisis, along with her husband and her daughter, Amina had to catch baby 

shrimps from the river and sell them to the shrimp farmers. She had never worked outside her 

home before and catching baby shrimps from the river was not a common livelihood option 

at her parents’ village. After the environmental damage caused by Sidr and Alia their area 

had become more contaminated by saline water; moreover, for shrimp cultivation salty water 

needs to be stored inside the cultivation land and this impacts very negatively on the overall 

environment and human livelihood. As she mentions: 

Women realised first that this shrimp farming was affecting their locality negatively and 

that it had slowly destroyed their other living options such as agriculture, cattle rearing, 

poultry farming and vegetable cultivation. We suffered more because those were our 

main sources of household food security and income. Earnings from livestock and 

homestead vegetable gardens belonged to us. From these we could arrange food and 

firewood easily (IDI.2, 2014). 

 So the women took the initiative to stand together with many victimised farmers to prevent 

shrimp farming in their area. The local administration, particularly the Upazila Nirbahi 

Officer (head of the local administration), supported their demand to discharge saline water 

through the local government authority. They decided to make their area saline water free, 

particularly the paddy fields used for shrimp farming. From 2012, salinity adapting rice has 

been cultivated in their locality and some seasonal crops have been produced. Women 

benefited in several ways from this change in the land use pattern. For example, they started 

raising livestock (goats, sheep, chicken and ducks) and poultry because it is easy to arrange 

the fodder for the livestock from agricultural products so there is no need not to purchase it. 

They use agricultural wastage for their firewood so that the burden of firewood collection is 

reduced. They also started growing vegetables on a small scale adjacent their house. She 

continues:  

I have started raising poultry and homestead gardening, which has helped my family to 

recover after the disaster and cope with the new environmental conditions. My support 

helps my family to overcome the food and the monetary crises. I feel women’s 

involvement in these types of economic activities can support a family and make it more 

disaster resilient. Women can play a greater role through their economic activities and 

other daily practices (IDI.2, 2014). 
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Amina thinks women are familiar with the environment of their surroundings because 

they depend on environmental resources to meet their family needs as part of their 

responsibility for their family. Therefore, agricultural-based livelihood adaptation 

programs are suitable for them. Women have realised that they can benefit from these 

programs even more than they had in the past. In 2006, they formed a women’s group 

with the help of a NGO and in 2008 they registered it with the DWA. Their group’s 

activities help the members to start earning a small income working at home by 

producing goods such as rice puffs, carpet and craft making with local materials and 

selling the products to the local market. She also thinks women need to unite and raise 

their voices about their problems. For example, now they are negotiating with local 

government bodies to solve the drinking water crisis with the support of the DWA and 

the above mentioned NGO. Moreover, they placed their demand for more cyclone 

shelters in their area and good road communication so that the women, the elderly and 

children can move there without any difficulties during any disaster. Their group voices 

the need to resolve these issues with the local female UP members and disaster 

management committee. 

Amina’s experience is different from Anjoli’s case, as she had to confront the 

traditional practices of gender power relations within her family. However, her struggle 

shows that despite challenges and gender barriers women cope with adverse situations, hence 

proving their resiliency. In addition, a women’s group can create a strong platform for them 

to advocate their own issues within community. 

IDI.4: Rafeza Khatun 

Age: 35 years 

Educational background: Higher secondary  

Marital status: Married  

Occupation: Community mobilizer, NGO 

Rafeza Khatun is an example of a change maker on environmental issues in Shapahar Upazila 

in the Naogaon district. She has been involved with community-related activities for more 

than eight years. She came to this village 12 years ago after getting married to Abdul Kader, a 

village farmer. At that time she had completed higher secondary school while her husband 

gained his school certificate. She lost her father at a young age and was dependent on her 

brother. Her brother was not willing to spend money for her higher studies and wanted to 
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shift the economic burden to a husband. She had no way of opposing her marriage and 

experienced very tough times after starting her married life. Her father-in-law and mother-in-

law were not happy with her because her brother could not provide enough dowry money39. 

Her husband had no separate source of income; he worked as an agricultural labourer with his 

father. So Rafeza had to depend on her father-in-law and mother-in-law for their daily needs 

and performed all household work alone. She gave birth to a baby girl after four years of 

marriage and that was another source of psychological stress on her because girls are not 

welcomed in a society that favours male children, although she tried to face the situation with 

fortitude.  

 Rafeza’s life had started changing after she became involved with a local NGO named 

Dabi in 2006. That organisation started working in their village by forming a women’s group. 

As she was the most educated woman among the group members, she was nominated as the 

team leader. The group activities included managing monthly savings, discussing their own 

problems, solving monetary or family problems of group members, initiating small-scale 

income generating activities and handling community issues. As a team leader she received 

training from the NGO on leadership capacity building, group forming and saving to begin 

income generation activities; this training helped her to increase her capability and 

confidence. She had to train her group members and follow up with activities. Their group 

was the most active among the Upazila and every member was engaged in micro-level 

economic activities.  

After three years that NGO moved from their village when the project finished. Rafeza 

tried to continue their group activities with fewer members but it was difficult, as the majority 

of members withdrew their savings due to the termination of the NGO’s activities. Then 

another NGO named Barendra Development Organization (BDO) started working in their 

area on climate change-related problems. This NGO is a local partner of Action Aid, 

Bangladesh who came to this region with a project on drought adaptation since this area is 

one of the most drought prone areas in Bangladesh. They started working by forming two 

groups in their village, a female group and a male group called ‘Gono-Gobeshona Dol’. 

Rafeza was again selected as a team leader by the NGO of the female group. The group 

identified their problems related to drought and identified some alternative means of making 

a living. As a result, they ended up supporting their livelihood with activities such as lamb 

rearing, hybrid chicken farming and community forestry by the NGO. As a team leader 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 This is a customary practice in Bangladesh that the bride brings money and household materials for husband’s family. 
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Rafeza had to monitor and follow up those initiatives to make them sustainable and 

successful. In addition, their group worked collectively to ensure services from the local 

government as well as other government services. She describes: 

As a team leader of Gono-Gobeshona Dol, first I understood the drought condition of our 

area as a problem of climate change and environment. We face all the difficulties as part 

our daily life but we never thought that women could identify their problems and 

solutions. We coped every day with this adverse situation in our own ways without 

having any formal knowledge. This NGO activity also helped to make us aware of local 

government services and how to use them to solve the problems (IDI.4, 2013).  

Such involvement with community activities has changed her life in a very positive way. 

When her family saw that her community engagement was bringing money and contributing 

to its wellbeing, they started honouring and valuing her work. Seeing her commitment and 

dedication, the NGO has appointed Rafeza as a community organiser. Now her bargaining 

power has increased both at household and community level; her husband carries out all 

household decisions after discussing them with her. In 2014, they built a new house for 

themselves and her savings contributed a large portion. Earlier they had lived in her father-in-

law’s house. Now she is empowered to take decisions about her own life. For example, she 

decided not to have any more children because she wants to give her daughter a higher 

education. She feels that they do not have the ability to bring up more than one child 

properly. She thinks women can be change makers for their family and society, if they can 

prove their ability through opportunities. She explains: 

Our involvement in formal drought adaptation activities has helped to value our work 

from the household level to the community level. Women’s work has always been 

unrecognised and devalued in our society. So when women get involved in formal 

programs and monetary-related activities then family or society acknowledges their 

ability (IDI.4, 2013). 

At the same time women are struggling to establish their rights in every sphere to bring 

change to their lives. As a part of this struggle and along with her professional duties, Rafeza 

works with female UP members of her area to prevent early marriage for the girls of her 

community and to stop them from leaving school. As she says:   

Not only the girls but also their parents should understand that girls are not burdens. 

Girls should be given the opportunities for education so they can be self-dependent. They 
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should utilise the advantages and opportunities which the government is providing for 

them such as stipends, tuition fees and free education materials. If girls become educated, 

they will no longer be a burden for their family; I try to make their parents understand 

this. Social mobility is needed to ensure girls’ safety and security while they frequent 

public places (IDI.4, 2013). 

Adolescent girls often face different forms of gender-based violence in public spaces, which 

restricts their mobility. Parents concerned for the safety and security of their daughters prefer 

to give them away in marriage. This is one of the major reasons for early marriage, which is a 

common practice in many rural societies in Bangladesh. Rafeza also encourages local women 

to involve themselves in community activities since as a group they are more empowered to 

utilise their agencies and social networks. She wishes to continue her job in this NGO as this 

gives her an opportunity to involve herself in the public sphere, which is still not easy for a 

rural married woman.  

Rafeza’s story shows that women’s earnings and economic freedom help them to 

become empowered both at the family and community level. Their empowerment reinforces 

their ability to make decisions about their lives and their families’ wellbeing; they are also 

able to raise their voice for women’s problems and needs. This in turn supports them as they 

attempt to cope with any economic shock as a result of a disaster or climate change impact. 

IDI.10: Anowara Begum 

Age: 19 years 

Educational background: Secondary School Certificate 

Profession: Student and community worker, Member of women’s group 

Marital status: Unmarried 

Anowara is a young girl with the potential of future leadership in the Mohajerpara 

community in the Cox’s Bazar municipality. Her parents migrated there 30 years ago from a 

nearby coastal island when it started going under sea level. This hilly slope was the cheapest 

place to pay rent or settle down at that time, as her father could not afford to buy a house. Her 

father had a shop near the beach area; she lost him when she was only seven years old. Along 

with her two elder siblings (one brother and one sister) her mother experienced a lot of 

hardship. She needed to sell the shop after her husband’s death. Neighbours and other 

community women supported her mother by taking care of them as she continued to do her 
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work. Anowara’s mother had many arduous jobs such as a construction worker, street vendor 

and house helper. After both of her siblings married, Anowara and her mother were still 

living in a rented house in this valley settlement.  

Cox’s Bazar, especially their housing area, is one of the most vulnerable areas for 

landslides and the inhabitants have had several experiences of confronting this hazard every 

year during the monsoon season. For this reason, Anowara was always concerned about how 

to protect and keep her community safe. She got the opportunity when the Asian Disaster 

Preparedness Centre (ADPC) introduced a program in 2012 and recruited her as a volunteer. 

She has been working as a volunteer for the last three years. After being selected as a 

community mobiliser she completed a week of hands-on training by the ADPC with the 

cooperation of the local municipality. With this training she learned how to rescue distressed 

people during disasters, what preparations were necessary in pre-disaster situations and also 

during the disaster and in post-disaster periods. Now she has established herself as an active 

volunteer with the objective of making her community disaster resilient. Anowara’s work 

includes awareness building and disseminating early warnings to her community so that they 

can prepare and respond to any disaster on time. She is the only female volunteer with two 

other young male volunteers. Along with other volunteers she regularly visits different 

families who are living in areas of higher risk for landslides, keeps records of the daily 

rainfall during the rainy season and circulates warning messages to the community when they 

receive advance signals from the meteorological department. She describes her work: 

I joined the ADPC volunteer team after observing the suffering in our community, 

especially women, the elderly and children during every rainy season. Earlier landslides 

destroyed many families and took several lives in our area. Now we are more aware of 

how to respond before the hazards and what preparations are needed. My involvement in 

this project has made me valuable in my community (IDI.10, 2014). 

Anowara passed her secondary school certificate in 2013. She had a dream of higher studies 

but due to a financial crisis she could not be admitted to the college. Her family depends on 

her mother who is now working as a domestic helper for well-off families. Her brother has 

started living separately after his marriage and did not support his family financially. Her 

mother’s financial condition became worse when her elder sister along with her daughter 

came to stay with them after her brother-in-law’s death. Anowara needed to start tailoring 

and stitching dresses at home to provide financial help for her family. She is also a member 

of a women’s group at her community and was trained for tailoring. She received a sewing 



157	  
	  

machine from a project that focused on women’s livelihood from the municipality. Now her 

small earnings are supporting her mother by paying for household expenses.  

Anowara’s studies have been postponed due to her inability to pay for them, even 

though she has not given up hope. However, in the midst of her struggles, she is continuing 

her voluntary activity to save lives and to make her life meaningful. Although she did not 

express stress about her uncertain future, her nervous smile revealed her discomfort. Yet she 

hopes to continue her studies to graduation level and wants to become a leader of her 

community. She mentioned that some people with negative attitudes sometimes comment 

behind her back as she is an unmarried girl working alone with two boys. But she never pays 

attention, overlooks these sorts of comments and continues her work. She is aware of the 

struggle of her single mother and female-headed households in society in general, but this 

only makes her stronger and more determined to face the tough situation.  

 I have seen that these people did not come to help us when we used to starve. My 

mother had to work from dawn to night to feed us. Most of the people can show 

sympathy but only a few offer real help. My life has taught me that I need to work hard 

to reach my goal and I feel that one day I will achieve it (IDI.10, 2014).   

Her family, especially her mother, fully supports her voluntary work that makes her more 

confident to step forward to future pathways. Involvement in community activities and her 

leadership role have helped to improve her confidence, a trait which many girls from the 

same society do not possess. This shows that if women or girls are guided correctly, given 

opportunities and supported with appropriate arrangements, there will be good leadership 

prospects for the future. Anowara could be a good example of a future change maker in 

Bangladesh if her ability is properly utilised. Climate change adaptation or disaster risk 

reduction is the new domain for women to prove their ability and develop leadership skills to 

tackle any environmental problem in future. 

7.3: Resilient Households in Adaptive Societies  

These stories show how women as individuals or as a group have expanded their efforts to 

develop family resiliency. My empirical evidence suggests that women’s involvement in 

formal programs and projects creates a positive influence for other women in society. Women 

can identify gender-differentiated needs and requirements more accurately because women 

understand their own problems better than men. Gender consideration is a social and a 
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political process, which is the core argument of both feminist political ecologists and feminist 

environmentalists.  

My findings suggest that women are no longer reluctant to move to cyclone or 

evacuation centres as they feel safe there. Their increased level of awareness can be mostly 

attributed to ‘pioneer’ women’s involvement in disaster preparedness committees and related 

programs or projects. According to Haque et al. (2012, p.150) Bangladesh was able to reduce 

human casualties caused by severe cyclones over the years of the period 1970–2007 by 100 

times. During the recent cyclone Komen in the coastal region of Bangladesh on July 30, 2015 

about 300,000 people moved from their houses to cyclone shelters and casualties were 

minimal (Chowdhury, 2015, para 11; Ahsan, 2015)40. All new multi-purpose cyclone shelters 

have been built to address women’s specific needs and old shelters have also tried to consider 

such needs when restructuring or renovating (Mahmood, Dhakal and Keast, 2014, p. 529). 

The willingness to use the shelters has increased due to the fundamental shift in women’s 

mindset, itself the outcome of awareness raising and motivational activities offered for the 

women, and by the women. Moreover, the overall condition of these places has improved in 

terms of gender sensitivity, becoming women friendly, due to the advocacy of women’s 

groups and women’s organisations. This supports the position of feminist political ecology as 

the theory does not only talk about the environmental problems, but it also considers the 

solution through women’s agencies and networks.  

The increased participation of women in disaster management or climate change 

adaptation activities has had a cumulative impact on communities in several ways. First, the 

traditional mindset of a patriarchal society is gradually changing due to women’s increased 

visibility and involvement in the public sphere. Second, women’s position in the household is 

being redefined through their economic contributions to the wellbeing of the household. 

Many families are now more willing to support and encourage them to work outside the 

home and rely on women’s capabilities. Third, the findings also suggest that due to family 

support, women are now more responsible and confident to work for their community and 

their participation helps to implement gender-equal adaptation systems. The experiences of 

Anjoli and Anowara reflect such situations. On the contrary, Anima’s and Rafeza’s stories 

show how, despite the lack of support, women’s participation in livelihood-based climate 

change adaptation programs increases their and their household’s wellbeing and ability to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40  This is according to reports published on July 30, 2015 in bdnews24.com. and on July 31, 2015 in the International 
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Society. 
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cope with adverse situation. Additionally, their work has empowered them to confront gender 

discrimination and the obstacles that they faced as part of household gender power relations. 

Finally, the inclusion of women in formal disaster risk reduction programs has ensured more 

safety for their families. In turn this helps to enhance their resiliency, which is an important 

aspect of ‘cultural adaptation’41.  

Adger (2003, p. 390) argues that social capital develops through social interaction, 

collective activity and networking between individuals or groups for their interests and 

wellbeing. Women’s social bonding with each other develops into strong social capital42 

where other types of capital are lacking or absent. My findings also reveal that women’s 

social bonding helps them to overcome the crisis that occurs during a disaster or climatic 

hazard as was noticed in the case of Amina. Women use their social networks to take 

immediate steps or respond to the household’s food crisis, and to deal with financial needs for 

house rebuilding after a cyclone or flood or the loss of traditional ways of earning an income. 

It is a fact that due to the impact of climate change the number of female-headed households 

is increasing in both rural and urban areas (BBS, 2011) in Bangladesh. I found that women’s 

social capital operates as a strong support to their survival strategy, particularly for female-

headed households (IDI2; IDI4; IDI5; IDI8). Silvey and Elmhirst (2003, p. 873) argue that 

although women are often excluded from more powerful networks, a small network with their 

peer group builds social capital, which can be a potential tool for their empowerment. This 

situation is very similar to my findings. 

The four stories reveal that when women’s agency operates as a group they become 

more powerful in confronting any disaster or livelihood stress caused by climate change or 

natural hazards. Sudarshan and Bisht (2010, p. 55) argue that many women’s groups develop 

spontaneously as a response to local problems, which ultimately opens an avenue to raise 

women’s concerns in the public sphere. Thus women’s groups can be an effective way to 

work within local government bodies for better and sustainable adaptation, something that 

Razefa’s village research group was able to prove. Moreover, I found that women’s groups 

are more vocal about their problems and issues to ensure their rights and services from local 

government. Group unity resulted in achievements such as preventing shrimp cultivation, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 O’ Brien and Holland define the cultural adaptation as “one by which groups of people add new or improved methods of 
coping with the environment to their cultural repertoire” (1992, p.37) 
42 Social capital is defined by Adger as “relations of trust, reciprocity, and exchange; the evolution of common rules; and the 
role of networks” (2006, p. 328). Shields et al. (1996) describe social capital as one kind of subsistence economic activity 
based on the exchange of small resources between neighbouring households. 
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getting an equal share of community forestry and constructing women friendly cyclone 

shelters. They have shown the potentiality to secure government services from local level 

government offices and their affiliation with the DWA has enhanced their bargaining power 

within institutional mechanisms. All these activities have a direct positive impact for the 

development of a climate resilient society. Feminist political ecologists have highlighted the 

importance of “gendered environmental politics and grassroots activism” (Rocheleau, 

Thomas-Slayter and Wangari, 1996, pp. 14–15) in the collective struggle for equity and 

sustainable development, which is also confirmed by the findings of my study.  

7.4: Drivers of Changes 

The stories of women from different fields highlight the diversity among women depending 

on their class, culture and location. They offer unique experiences, struggles, successes and 

achievements by the women involved. Their stories encourage us to rethink and revisit 

traditional notions and views about women in Bangladesh. Women’s voices are mostly 

unheard, the success stories are unnoticed and their contributions are unrepresented in the 

traditional development discourse. Azim (2010, p. 1) states that, “in the national development 

discourse, women were often viewed as backward and special measures had to be put in place 

to improve their position”. Their inspiring stories and experiences have helped me to identify 

the contributing factors behind their struggles, efforts and successes. The following 

discussion focuses on how the drivers of change contribute positively to initiatives by women 

both individually and collectively. 

In Bangladesh, NGOs play an important role in involving women in development 

activities through the formation of groups, the provision of loans, capacity building and skill 

development. After the independence of Bangladesh a number of NGOs started working to 

achieve socio-economic development through the introduction of diverse projects and 

programs in conjunction with the government (see Chapter 5.2). They not only worked 

towards poverty alleviation but also attempted to bring positive change to traditional rural 

societies. Along with international development partners, notable national organisations 

include the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee, Grameen bank, Proshika, Asha, 

Rangpur Dinajpur Rural Service, Gono Sahajya Sangtha and many more local level NGOs. 

They have worked over the last decades to establish gender equality; awareness raising on the 

human and legal rights of women; women’s leadership building; engaging women in 

economic activities; involving them in community-based social development projects and 
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recently they started working in disaster management and climate change adaptation-related 

activities. Mohsin (2010) admits that the NGO sector in Bangladesh is the most active in the 

developing world and that it has an acknowledged role in creating spaces, particularly for the 

involvement of rural women in development activities. According to Mohsin (2010):  

The impact of NGO intervention on the lives of millions of women in Bangladesh over 

the past 30 years has been manifold. Many have made steps towards economic 

independence, thus increasing their mobility, social security and some level of bargaining 

power in the household decision making process (2010, p. 19). 

Being part of an organisation improves the networking capacity of women which helps them 

to be empowered in many ways, through access to information, gathering experience and 

knowledge sharing (IDI.2; IDI.3; IDI.4; IDI.7). The experiences of the women participants of 

my study suggest that women’s organisations at the local level provide strength and support 

in raising voices for their own issues. For example, in the study areas, the members of 

women’s organisations of the DWA, Mohila Somiti, ‘Nari Bikash Kendra’ and other NGO 

supported women’s groups are very active and vocal in expressing their problems, needs and 

requirements in relation to climatic events. They have developed better management capacity 

to participate in programs or projects more effectively. I also observed that active, effective 

and organised women’s organisations can promote solidarity and unity among women 

members that can improve the quality of their participation. Their stories identified that they 

are conscious of their problems and can find solutions. In some cases the women’s groups 

mobilise their members to raise their voices to claim their rights from the local government.  

They have also taken the initiative collectively to advocate for their common agendas at 

the local level, such as mitigating the water crisis, setting up women-based earning activities 

and improving environmental conditions. Their united work has resulted in an increase of 

bargaining power and participation in decision-making at the local level. These platforms are 

also used to work against a dowry, child marriage and violence against women in the 

respective localities as many of these social problems are related to environmental problems. 

Agarwal (1997b, p. 1378) suggests that the presence of gender progressive NGOs or 

women’s organisations is a major factor for change since membership of a group makes 

women more self-confident, assertive and vocal in mixed gatherings. Thus women’s 

involvement and participation in any formal structure is closely related to their power 

struggle or activism, whether it is in relation to social or environmental issues.  
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In addition, Bangladesh is also considered as the birthplace of microcredit that has 

become a global movement for microfinance and an important element for third world 

development (see Islam, 2015). By utilising small loans women have been able to create the 

small businesses that in turn boost their earning capacity. These activities influence their 

empowerment through positive impacts on their economic status and enhance their overall 

bargaining power and collective responsibility (Rahman and McAllister, 2011). Most of the 

women participants of my study agreed that the support of NGOs has provided them with a 

certain degree of assertiveness in moving from their household chores and demonstrating 

their capacity as development partners, rather than just as beneficiaries. Women’s economic 

empowerment is a powerful tool for changing gender relations, promoting agency and having 

control over resources (Kabeer, 1999). I have found that women who are affiliated with or 

connected to NGO activities are more aware of critical social and environmental issues. By 

belonging to NGO supported groups they have become more aware of their own problems. 

Consequently, these women have been inspired to find better solutions to environmental 

issues. 

Moreover, women’s participation in local government bodies has opened up a new 

avenue for rural women in terms of establishing their voices and political empowerment 

process at the local level (Nazneen and Tasneem, 2010). Traditionally Bangladesh follows a 

patriarchal and patrilineal social system, which controls women’s life and maintains a rigid 

gender division of labour (see Chapter 5.2). Paradoxically, although a woman has to take the 

primary responsibility of the family and children, she is not the decision-maker even at the 

household level. Women lack power, resources and entitlements which are fundamental 

barriers preventing them from entering the political process, particularly in rural Bangladesh. 

However, in order to ensure more women’s participation in all local government bodies, the 

Bangladesh Government undertook a significant initiative in 1997 43 and consequently 

women’s participation in local government has increased significantly over the last 18 years. 

Nevertheless, Jayal (2005, p. 9) claims that women’s participation in local government is an 

extension of their household and community work as the activities of local government are 

more concerned with the issues related to women’s daily lives such as local resource 

management, maintaining local infrastructure, health services, and other social services. 

Despite that, increasing participation of women at the local government level has a positive 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 In 1997, a new amendment changed the selection provision (for female reserved seats), and introduced direct election for 
three female members for Union Parishad — the lowest level of local government bodies of Bangladesh (Begum, 2012, p.4).  
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impact on women in terms of their visibility and mobility in public spaces (Tanjeela, 2008). 

This offers positive prospects for women’s involvement in climate change adaptation because 

local government bodies play a vital role in local disaster management, relief and 

rehabilitation, infrastructure development as well as dealing with the overall socio-economic 

condition of the locality.  

7.5: Chapter Summary 

The chapter has focused on some significant changing areas of women’s involvement and 

contributions at the household and community level through an analysis of their own views 

and perceptions. The now told four stories have revealed different vulnerabilities and coping 

strategies depending on the socio-economic and geographic conditions. At the same time, 

their experiences have disclosed several aspects of gendered relations relevant to women’s 

lives and environmental problems. Their stories illustrate that women do not belong to a 

homogenous social group and thus they are diversely connected to their family, society, 

culture and environment. Therefore, as their problems differ, their responses offer multi-

dimensional prospects and insights. Women’s individual level struggles and efforts provide 

many inspiring strategies to address climate change adaptation. Women’s increased 

participation in public spaces is a sign of the breaking down of socio-cultural norms and 

barriers, where they are perceived as subordinate to men (Sultan, 2010).  

Many women have proven their capacity to become a catalyst for change, a role model 

for women in their communities and symbols of changing gender power relations. The 

women of this study believe that their involvement in the local environmental problems has 

helped them to access the formal rural power structure through community participation. 

Rural society is starting to accept women as the active participants of community 

development activities. Although the majority of women are still marginalised, it is also a fact 

that among them many have already created a new position for themselves in their own lives. 

They are therefore attempting to change deeply rooted gender norms through their 

endeavours in the social and environmental sectors. This is clearly an expression of their 

agency as they have managed to make their contribution in public. It is encouraging that 

many of them have a desire to continue their community work alongside their household 

responsibilities, which presents a positive trend of women’s changing role in Bangladesh. 

This scenario also demonstrates that women’s roles and relations within the family are 

changing in the era of climate change.  
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My findings have shown that NGOs and women’s groups have acted as a driving force 

in the rural development sector in Bangladesh, which has a direct influence on how women 

respond to climate change. They have provided enormous support for women’s advancement, 

particularly by involving women in income generating activities through microfinance, 

increasing their mobility and raising awareness about rights. All these factors encourage 

women to be confident in making their voices heard, finding solutions and expressing their 

demands in this new social and environmental crisis. Some active grassroots level women’s 

organisations along with government and non-government interventions have helped to create 

an enabling environment by encouraging women to become involved in local level disaster 

risk reduction and climate change adaptation-related activities. Changes have been visible 

through their ability to confront the challenges.  

In addition, the government has gradually incorporated the notion of women’s inclusion 

and involvement in the climate change adaptation process. Female UP members were given 

the opportunity to work with the Union level disaster management committees to develop a 

disaster resilient society. Women as a collective agency have developed environmental 

activism, resiliency and confidence to respond to environmental problems. This is a part of 

their continual struggle for survival within broader environmental politics and activism.  

In the following chapter I will discuss to what extent gender issues are considered in 

policy processes. In that regard, I will analyse two relevant policy documents: the NAPA and 

the BCCSAP. Furthermore, I will highlight the gender dynamics at three important levels: 

household, community and institutions to understand the challenges that women face and to 

reveal the disconnect between policy and practice.   
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Chapter Eight   

Climate Change Adaptation: Towards a 
Gender Responsive Approach  

8.1: Introduction 

This chapter examines in more detail the fourth research question of my thesis: How have 

women’s issues been addressed or considered in current climate change adaptation plans and 

programs and what aspects are missing? The research question examines to what extent 

women’s issues have been conceptualised in policies and programs, and how institutional 

practices consider women’s issues in climate change adaptation processes. In doing so this 

chapter also answers the fifth research question: What features should a robust gender 

responsive climate change adaptation process include?  

The chapter starts by providing a discussion on the extent of gender articulation and 

integration, especially regarding women’s issues, in two relevant climate change plans and 

strategies of Bangladesh: the National Adaptation Program of Actions–2005) and the 

Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy Action Plan (2009). Next, to highlight where the 

majority of adaptation practices are occurring, I analyse gender dynamics at three important 

levels: the household, community and government institutions. In particular, I evaluate 

institutional or administrative arrangements as they are responsible for gender integration in 

national level adaptation processes. Therefore, gender sensitivity or gender responsiveness of 

government agencies, or within administrative arrangements, is an important matter to 

consider.  

In this chapter, I argue four key points. First, gender inclusion in climate policy alone is 

not enough or sufficient as implementation processes are of equal importance. Second, in this 

processes gender dynamics are an important consideration at the household, community and 

institutional level. Third, gender equality is a critical factor in reducing the gender gap and 

empowering women to respond to climate change effectively and assertively. Ensuring 

gender equality within households, creating gender awareness among the community and 
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embracing gender transformative approaches in institutional engagements are the foundation 

of gender responsive climate change policy processes. Finally, I argue that women’s fullest 

participation can be achieved or ensured through gender mainstreaming in climate change 

policies and programs, and national development sectors.  

8.2: Discussion on the NAPA and the BCCSAP from a Gender 

Perspective 

National Adaptation Program of Action (NAPA–2005) 

Though the NAPA was the first government level initiative of Bangladesh to address 

climate change, it significantly neglected to include women’s issues. Six thematic/sectorial 

working groups worked for the preparation of the NAPA and among the sectors gender 

issues were tagged only in the ‘livelihood, local governance and food security’ sector. 

Even then, no specific program was established for women among a series of prioritised 

activities under this sector. As with other policies the NAPA recognised women as a 

vulnerable group but no gender specific operational activities were outlined or considered 

as priority areas, so operational responses were not established properly (Shabib and Khan, 

2014). Another weakness of the NAPA is that neither the Ministry of Women and Children 

Affairs nor representatives from any women’s organisations were included as part of the 

preparation or implementation process. As a consequence, among 15 planned climate 

change adaptation projects, not a single project was directly focused on women, although 

some projects incorporated gender issues as a part of community involvement activities. 

All of the projects were to be implemented by several government agencies and NGOs. 

However, once again the Department of Women Affairs (DWA), the implementing agency 

of the Ministry of Women and Children Affair’s (MoWCA) field level activities, was 

ignored when it came to selecting partner organisations to implement the relevant projects. 

This illustrates that women and gender issues are mostly unrepresented in the gender-blind 

development programs and plans, where it is often considered that women will get equal 

benefits automatically from such activities.  

The Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan (BCCSAP–2009) 

The BCCSAP–2009 is the first complete policy document for adaptation and mitigation 

measures in Bangladesh. Though women’s issues were considered separately in the 
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BCCSAP’s six thematic pillars, overall gender equality issues have not been addressed 

properly (Neelormi and Ahmed, 2012). As a consequence, during the implementation of the 

BCCSAP at the practical level gender concerns were not appropriately reflected. Since all 

climate change adaptation-related programs and activities are directed by this document, I 

have undertaken a detailed analysis of it. The following section analyses the BCCSAP from a 

gender perspective in order to reveal how it incorporates women’s issues in climate change 

adaptation.  

Under ‘Food security, Social Protection and Health’ the first pillar out of nine 

programs, only two have a direct activity plan relating to women. Those are livelihood 

protection in ecologically fragile areas and livelihood protection of vulnerable socio-

economic groups including women. This thematic area portrays women as a part of the 

vulnerable group. However, the recognition of increasing female participation in agriculture, 

fishing and cattle farming, and their role in a subsistence economy and in food security has 

been totally ignored. As a result women’s contributions and their specific needs are not taken 

into account when any livelihood-based adaptation activities are considered and 

implemented. Occasionally, when food production is affected by hazards such as floods and 

flash floods, droughts, salinity ingress or saline water surges following a cyclone and water 

logging, food insecurity occurs (Ahmed, 2006). During any disaster women in Bangladesh 

suffer the most acute effects, due to food insecurity and malnutrition. In the case of food 

insecurity, women tend to take extraordinary measures such as eating less, resorting to poor 

quality food items or cheaper foods and not taking meals (Ahmed, 2010; Ahmed et al., 2012). 

This in turn adversely affects their nourishment and overall health. This is a common effect 

as is the long-term damage on poor subsistence agricultural households caused by climate 

variability and climate change-related hazards in Bangladesh. The BCCSAP completely 

overlooks these important facts. Therefore no emphasis was given to the issues of food 

insecurity for women and other vulnerable groups regarding any disastrous event. 

The second thematic pillar ‘Comprehensive Disaster Management’ covers the 

strategies to tackle climate-induced disasters through a comprehensive disaster management 

mechanism. Bangladesh is known globally for its disaster resiliency through its success in 

disaster preparedness and management. This theme focuses on the improvement of early 

warning dissemination to local communities (in cases of flood and cyclone) through 

awareness campaigns. However, no specific focus has been given to the problem of 

disseminating early warnings to the women in remote areas and there is no emphasis on 
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involving them or using their potential in disseminating warnings. Practical experience 

reinforced by my findings suggests that women can be involved as potential partners in 

warning dissemination as well as overall disaster management if they are properly trained and 

well equipped. Lack of access to financial capital diminishes their ability to take hazard 

preparation measures, which reduces their adaptive capability (Neelormi and Ahmed, 2012). 

The current system of warning dissemination in public spaces often does not reach women in 

every household and they often do not get any preparation time to evacuate, even if such 

dissemination is provided from the institutional level in a timely fashion. The present reality 

suggests that a separate dissemination mechanism is required to reach women, particularly in 

remote areas. Awareness raising and public education aimed at climate resilience have been 

given emphasis in this pillar. However, no specific plan of action to enhance the capacity of 

women to better respond to disaster risk reduction is mentioned in the BCCSAP. The 

awareness raising programs among local communities about the impacts of climate change 

must include women focused and gender-sentitive activities because women often do not 

obtain equal benefit from general programs. Their participation is shaped by cultural and 

religious factors, subject to convenience of time and place as well as access to opportunities.  

Activities under the third pillar ‘Infrastructure’ focus on the maintenance of existing 

infrastructure such as road and river embankments and the urgent need for new infrastructure 

such as cyclone shelters, dams and urban drainage facilities. However, most old cyclone 

shelters are insensitive to women’s specific needs, so women are reluctant to relocate to 

shelters, even after receiving early warnings (Ahmed et al., 2007). Such issues have resulted 

in a higher death rate along with injuries involving women in coastal areas in Bangladesh. 

Although the BCCSAP acknowledges the urgency of redesigning the cyclone shelters, it has 

neglected to include women-friendly design criteria. There was no directive to involve 

communities at risk in the process of building future structural measures. Therefore, most of 

the existing embankments and structural measures to safeguard people have been designed 

and implemented without any participatory process and without involving those segments of 

the community most at risk. 

Under the fourth pillar ‘Research and Knowledge Management’ the BCCSAP 

acknowledges the urgency of carrying out research and collating knowledge to assess the 

climate change impacts on different sectors of the economy for future investment planning. 

The state of knowledge is quite limited in particular areas, including gender differential 

vulnerability and capability to adapt to climate change, gender-differentiated behaviour 
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relating to carbon emissions, differential energy access, impacts on reproductive health and 

mitigation aspects (KII.8). The main focus in adaptation strategies should be in supporting 

marginalised and disadvantaged groups, who are disproportionately affected by the effects of 

climate change. This has not been incorporated properly in the document, despite the fact that 

in this context local initiatives and women’s knowledge base are critical to sustainable 

adaptation. 

The fifth pillar ‘Mitigation and Low Carbon Development’ aims to establish the low 

carbon development option because the country’s economy is growing rapidly and the 

demand for energy is increasing. However, gender-differentiated energy consumption, access 

and carbon emissions have not been clearly reflected (Neelormi and Ahmed, 2012). The 

mitigation discussion is centered on the technological aspects of greenhouse gases. Men 

consume more energy than women and this difference was consistent across all income and 

age groups as men use more technology. Gender difference is linked most closely to energy 

use in the transport sector. This differentiated mitigation discussion is almost absent in the 

BCCSAP, although it has identified programs for the mitigation commitment of the 

government towards a low carbon development. However, as an energy deficit country, there 

is a need to recognise that the women in Bangladesh (especially the poor women in rural 

areas) lack basic energy services. They require facilities to access basic energy services, and 

the adoption of improved biomass stoves and other technologies (like solar home systems) as 

indicated in T5P4A4: “Study of the techno-economic, social and institutional constraints to 

adoption of improved biomass stoves and other technologies” (BCCSAP, 2009, p.64).  

Mitigation through afforestation and reforestation is another focused area in this pillar. 

It is expected that women will benefit from arrangements such as providing support to 

existing and new homestead and social forestry programs. The enhancement of green 

economy is completely missing, whilst greater participation of women could potentially 

enhance it in the mitigation process. Women and communities have their own visions and 

knowledge on how to build and strengthen their resiliency to climate change.  

The sixth pillar is ‘Capacity Building and Institutional Strengthening’ in climate 

change management where strengthening gender considerations has been identified as one 

program among six. Gender consideration in climate change involves the integration of 

women’s issues in all adaptation and mitigation strategies and mainstreaming both in 

development planning. This thematic area opens a scope to improve the role of women in 

disaster management and involve them in natural resource management, especially in 
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biodiversity and forestry. There is no clear position or clarification on Reducing Emissions 

from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD), although gender consideration was 

mentioned here as a part of climate response activities. It is a courageous step that the 

BCCSAP took in giving a directive to “ establish and build the capacity of climate change 

gender focal points in ministries and agencies to incorporate climate change considerations 

in all planning process” (2009, p.72). The initiative is important regardless of any specific 

program, but no specific program or initiative has been taken so far in this regard. The 

MoWCA lacks both the budgetary and specialised human resources to manage the overall 

activities relating to gender and climate change (Ahmed, 2012). This is one of the big 

institutional gaps in the implementation of the BCCSAP’s sixth theme. 

Furthermore the gender dimension of migration, which is directly related to women’s 

vulnerability, is a glaring gap in the BCCSAP. Most poor households do not have sufficient 

capacity to cope with sudden and frequent disasters. As a result, they face difficulties in 

maintaining their livelihood, which in turn triggers migration (particularly of males, see 

Chapter 4.4.4). In the advent of this type of migration the number of female-headed 

households increases (Guhathakurata, 2003; Neelormi, Adri and Ahmed, 2009 ). However, 

the BCCSAP did not give any special attention to this fact, so there is no program to 

support such female-headed households. In addition, under the flood adaptation program 

non-structural flood-proofing measures were included, although the gender sensitivity 

element of these measures was not incorporated.  

Positive Aspects 

The BCCSAP creates scope for taking positive initiatives in relation to climate change 

affected women. It acknowledges the urgency of carrying out research to develop a 

knowledge base in order to estimate the likely impacts of climate change on different 

sectors of the economy and to plan for future strategies. By utilising such opportunities, a 

full understanding of the gendered impacts of climate change in different socio-economic 

sectors can be developed and that knowledge will help to design gender-sensitive 

adaptation plans. Although men and women live in the same geo-physical context, they 

experience differences in location-specific physical vulnerabilities as well as coping 

strategies in response to environmental problems. My findings, highlighted in Chapters 

Four, Five and Six, suggest the same. While the BCCSAP acknowledges gender 
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differential vulnerability and capacity only to an extent, it remains a useful tool to develop 

a gender inclusive approach in climate response activities.  

8.3: Gender Considerations at Household, Community and 

Institutional Levels 

Gender consideration or gender awareness in policies or program is mostly related to 

women’s effective participation and does bring positive outcomes for them. However, 

incorporating women as a token gesture does not necessarily bring benefits because it is 

more associated with the implementation of standards of gender equity and equality. 

Therefore, along with gender consideration in climate policy and programs, there is a need 

to engender the institutions that are related to the implementation processes. Bretherton 

(2002) explains that gender consideration in policies reflects the interaction between 

women and men, their roles and behaviours, and accommodates their needs and interests. 

Thus gender responsive approaches are not just about the inclusion of women but also 

examine gender power relations, gendered endowments, entitlements and overall gender 

power structures within the family, society and state (Kabeer, 1994). According to 

Bhattarai, Beilin and Ford (2015, p. 130) gender interface of climate adaptation occurs on 

“multiple scales: household, community, national, and international levels” and gender 

power relations shape the overall adaptive capacity. The following discussion 

demonstrates the dynamics of gender relations in the three important areas — the 

household, community, and institutions — that are critical to  understanding of the 

responses of women to climate change and adaptation processes in Bangladesh.  

8.3.1: Household Level 

Any type of shock due to natural disasters or climate change strikes first at the household 

level. Therefore, the responses start from the individual level. These responses have gender 

connotations as women and men experience them differently. Gendered distribution of 

power, assets and resources within the family reproduce gender inequality. Therefore, the 

intra-household’s gender dynamics become an important factor in determining coping 

strategies and responses (Neelormi and Ahmed, 2012). Traditionally in Bangladesh 

women and men do not hold the same social power and status within the household. 

Similarly, the women in the household (daughters, daughters-in-law and mothers-in law) 

share unequal power relations due to traditional socio-cultural norms. Common examples 
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from the field include daughter-in-laws not being able to challenge the decisions of their 

mother-in-law due to the family hierarchy. In most patriarchal societies there is always a 

contentious relationship between a mother-in-law and a daughter-in-law. Within household 

gender dynamics daughters-in-law are always more underprivileged than daughters, and 

divorced or widowed daughters are more neglected. Every married woman of my study 

informed me that they needed to finish all their responsibilities before joining the FGDs 

and it was the same situation when they attended project or group meetings. Sometimes the 

husband or the in-laws do not allow them to join.  

Gender-differentiated roles place women in a position that reinforces diverse coping 

strategies, even though men may not be aware of them. However, these efforts (even in 

case of enhanced economic prospects) do not usually result in women’s ability to access or 

have control over household resources. In fact, in many cases it increases their work 

burden. For example, women’s subsistence agricultural products are never valued from a 

monetary standpoint, whereas other agricultural products are considered as cash crops, 

which men produce and sell in the market. In order to maintain the family, women take on 

additional responsibilities such as loans from peer groups and NGOs. Some women also 

choose to work as domestic help for well-off families. Both practices create an extra 

burden on the women as they seek to provide for their family. 

In addition, in most cases women do not have control over their own earnings, which 

impacts negatively on their wellbeing. When families experience an economic crisis women’s 

health and education-related costs are the first expenses that are curtailed (Begum, 1997). 

Similar findings were discovered from my study. Although women frequently suffer from 

different types of reproductive health-related diseases, they rarely have the option of visiting 

a doctor as it is the husband who makes the decision (FGD.WG2, 2013). Consequently, the 

household’s decision-making power is another crucial factor that influences adaptation 

strategies.  During a FGD with women in Naogaon the women commented: 

We cannot decide about our household’s matters since we do not have power and we do 

not earn money like men. The husbands or male family members settle the issues in 

whatever way they think necessary. So our priorities are overlooked most of the time. 

We mostly save money without informing them and use it during emergencies 

(FGD.WG3, 2013). 
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As stated above, most of the time they save money without informing their husbands or 

other family members for fear that this money may be taken from them. A major part of 

household resilience is supported by women’s small-scale initiatives but this is not 

properly recognised or acknowledged as they are merely considered a part of women’s 

duties or household responsibilities.  

Household responsibilities are another vital factor which determines women’s level of 

involvement in community activities, and if women engage themselves in these activities 

they have to accept a double or triple work burden. A FGD participant from Mongla Union in 

Bagerhat districts says, “If I come to regular meetings without finishing my household duties 

my husband will divorce me. My mother-in-law also expects the same responsibilities from 

me” (FGD.WG2, 2013). Like many other women she has to take care of children and family 

matters along with the project/program’s related responsibilities. Most women do not want to 

make any trouble in their family life for taking additional duties. If they do, they always need 

to maintain a work balance between home and outside activities. The conflict between 

domestic responsibilities and involvement in community activities places many women in an 

unenviable situation. Consequently, it is difficult for women to combine both types of work 

because gendered responsibilities prevail within the household domain. The burden of major 

domestic activities and non-cooperation from family members are therefore a major barrier 

for women, limiting effective participation in activities outside their households.  

There is a clear dichotomy between public and private domains in patriarchal societies 

and women are customarily discouraged from engaging in activities related to the public 

sphere. As a consequence, they lack information, experience and knowledge about the 

outside world. Furthermore, the existing property and land rights of women limit their access 

to, and control over, resources and contribute to the acceptance of the lower status of women 

in the family (see Chapter 5.2). Usually, they have to depend on the financial support of male 

family members: their father, husband or son at different stages of their lives. Most of the 

women from my study areas mentioned that the male family members contributed the major 

part of their families’ financial expenditure. Despite that, many women pointed out that they 

also contribute financially to the children’s education or health care from their own savings or 

earnings from their work. Some others indicated that they took a loan from NGOs and other 

sources for their husband or son to start a business, even though their support did not give 

them the recognition as the one of the financial contributors of the house. Thus their 



174	  
	  

economic dependency, lack of resources and society’s traditional notions shape their  

vulnerability and limit their coping capacity. 

8.3.2: Community Level  

Gender power relations create a male biased environment within most social and political 

institutions and discourage women’s participation. Most of the female participants in my 

study have indicated that they have suffered from discriminatory practices in public spaces. 

In a patriarchal society women are always considered as subordinate to men and their male 

counterparts do not easily accept women into similar positions. Even when holding the same 

position, many men do not consider women as their equals. Female Union Parishad members 

from my study areas have described their negative experiences regarding disaster 

management-related programs and projects of local government. Female members are not 

offered the responsibilities for relief distributions or development projects during or after any 

disaster as this is socially known as men’s work. Sometimes the chairman allocates budgets 

to the female members who maintain good contact and relationship with him, but other 

women members are deprived or excluded. That is why they always try to accommodate and 

avoid any kind of confrontation with the chairman and male members. Since men are the 

traditional power bearers in the family as well as in society, they are not eager to give up or 

share their power with their female counterparts. A lack of cooperation by male colleagues is 

a significant barrier for women’s effectiveness in decision-making positions. A health 

organiser (a master degree holder) from Cox’s Bazar municipality described the situation she 

faces: “I am proud to say that I am more/ better qualified than some of my male colleagues 

though they try to oppress me in many ways since I am a woman” (LII.20, 2014). 

Women always have to confront the unequal distribution of power and resource 

allocation in gender-blind development projects. Gender-blind projects do not consider 

gender-differentiated needs and women are not provided with the necessary power to take 

any decisions. Women’s supportive roles and token participation are also common obstacles 

to making their full contributions. In addition, unequal representation of males and females in 

the program or project implementation committee is another barrier for women. This type of 

disproportionate functional body creates a gender discriminatory environment in which to 

work. All women participants in my study agreed that disproportionate representation is a 

crucial factor for their limited participation. The advantages of balanced representation are 

that it can increase the level of participation and ensure the quality involvement of women. It 
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is also apparent that an absence of adequate representation of women generates a culture of 

alienation. As a minority group, it is more difficult for women to raise their voice, incorporate 

their issues in the policy process and change institutional culture and practices.  

Moreover, discrimination in acknowledging women’s role in agriculture was identified 

from both local and national level key informants of my study. Women farmers always face 

difficulty in selling their agricultural products directly in rural markets as there is no separate 

place for them and they are not received convivially. Additionally, they have to face other 

obstacles such as having no direct connection with the local agricultural department, so they 

are not supported with available services or training (FGD.WG4 and FGD.WG5). As a result, 

women do not receive agricultural services, are not supported with the smart card44 for 

farmers, are not eligible for agricultural loans, and they are not counted during distribution of 

government owned lands (‘khas’ lands) by the local government. Women farmers are not 

considered for a separate allocation in the national or regional budget due to lack of proper 

representation and the patronising attitudes regarding women’s agricultural work. Women’s 

agricultural contributions are not considered in the national GDP even though they share a 

vital part of agricultural activities. Many national and local level key informants pointed out 

this issue as a significant barrier for women’s contribution in climate change adaptation to be 

fully counted. This factor undermines women’s contributions in food security, subsistence 

agriculture, and agriculture-based livelihood programs for adaptation.  

           Gender disparity in education is a strong influencing factor in claiming and achieving 

rights and Bangladeshi women’s lower level of education (see Chapter 5.2) is one of the main 

hindrances to their effective participation. A similar scenario has been noticed in my study 

during the focus group discussions and local level interviews: female participants feel less 

confident to express their thoughts and perceptions due to their educational status. Thus, 

during priority or agenda setting processes, men decide women’s agendas, needs and 

activities. Proper community responses can address the interests of individuals, groups and 

sectors in order to reduce the impact of climate change as long as their effective participation 

can be ensured (Ahmed, 2012). Women’s issues can be integrated into the operational 

activities fully when the community considers them as active partners. However, in practice 

this has yet to be the case. An expert from the non-government sector expresses a suggestion 

about gender and climate change interface at community level:  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Agricultural Input Assistance Card is for direct input subsidy disbursement from the government to support farmers 
(Parvin, 2012, p.ii). 
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Climate change is just a new way of framing women’s issues but the issues exist in 

society. The vital aspects of gender inequality such as the inability to exercise rights, 

restricted mobility and uneven distribution of resources, at both individual and collective 

level, all affect women differently in the era of climate change. The overall gender-blind 

system that is in practice is fully unfavourable for women. This situation undermines 

women’s full participation in any developmental activities and their issues remain 

unrepresented and unnoticed (KII.15, 2014).  

A high official from the Government of Bangladesh expresses her concern regarding 

gender considerations in the traditional rural society of the country. According to her, 

without proper understanding of the gender dynamics of a patriarchal society, it is not 

feasible to expect a better outcome from any program. She says:   

It is equally important to understand the whole dynamics of gender disparity particularly 

in rural societies. It is critical to take into account the differentiated roles and needs of 

women and men in the society. We need to keep in mind things such as traditional 

gender norms, values and gender orientation in a patriarchal society. Climate change 

impacts are part of the whole scenario. Within that limit we have to work to change 

existing gender relations to minimise diverse impacts on women (KI1.2, 2013).  

Gender insensitive community projects limit women’s engagement and do not provide 

them with equal benefits. This was evident in the case of a community water management 

project in Mongla where they did not get any benefits from the drinking supply project 

even though the project aimed to reduce women’s workload (due to having to fetch the 

water). As they state: 

The water reserve tanks are built near the mosque and union parishad building. We do 

not feel free to go there because those places are mostly crowded with men. Either we go 

in the evening or we need to be accompanied by male family members. It happened 

because our decisions were not taken into considerations when it was decided where the 

water tank should be set up (FGD.WG1, 2013). 

As women were not involved during the project planning stage, their priorities or potential 

difficulties were not considered. This is common practice in project planning and at the 

implementation stage. Usually, men make the decisions about the community’s 

development issues as women have no place in the community’s power structure. 

However, despite their marginalised position, women’s roles are important for the success 
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of any projects, particularly in the context of community-based adaptation. A senior 

official of the Cyclone Preparedness Program reinforces this point: 

This is not only from the point of view of disaster management but also about building 

and strengthening community’s resiliency, especially the women, who have been known 

as the most stable members of a community. They do not usually move and after 

marriage settle down. That’s why CPP prefer married women as volunteers. They are 

more responsible and sincere than many men (KI1.18, 2013). 

A similar statement was provided by a local environmental expert. He states: 

The success of a community-based adaptation program relies on the participation of all 

sections of the society, particularly those who are more vulnerable. In that sense women 

are disproportionately affected by the impact of climate change and they are an integral 

part of local biodiversity. Therefore, without their involvement no adaptation program 

can be sustained (KII.20, 2013). 

As Blanco (2006) mentions, the impacts of climate change vulnerability are strongly 

connected with local circumstances, therefore context specific measures are needed to 

develop resiliency. The findings from my study reveal that a community can successfully 

use natural and social capital if women’s contributions are taken into consideration 

(LII.10; LII.18). Women have shown the strength of their social network during disasters 

and through successful community-based adaptation programs in each of the study areas, 

including cyclone warning dissemination to women in remote areas, community rainwater 

harvesting programs or the formation of saving groups to start small businesses. Kithiia 

(2015) argues that social capital not only strengthens ties between similar social groups, 

but also strengthens ties amongst diverse social groups while enhancing access to internal 

and external resources. The stories of the women of my study demonstrate that community 

consideration of women’s indigenous knowledge, social capital and networks can enhance 

the collective capacity to successfully manage a variety of local level environmental 

problems.   

Women can use social capital more effectively than men, which is a strong aspect of 

community adaptation. Eisebith (2002) asserts that the general purpose of social capital is to 

sustain elements of stability and reliability in an environment of change, which is a vital 

strength of community adaptation. Therefore, working collectively and fostering cooperation 

between men and women can enhance their adaptive capacity. A local climate change expert 



178	  
	  

(KII.20, 2014) uses the term ‘co-management’ for disaster management or climate change 

adaptation involving local people, both men and women, in preparing a resilient community. 

He asserts that this is an important aspect which is missed in overall climate change 

adaptation in Bangladesh. Thus, changing gender relations is the first step towards a gender 

equal community that acknowledges women’s needs, roles and contributions in the era of 

climate change.  In turn, this will empower women to contribute fully to any program or 

activity, whether it is climate change adaptation or disaster management. My findings suggest 

that those communities that acknowledge women’s contributions have more resilience to 

climate change.  

8.3.3: Institutional Level 

The gender-blind culture of any organisation is one of the main barriers to a gender-

sensitive implementation process of any plan or program in Bangladesh (Shabib and Khan, 

2014). For instance, although gender issues have been included to some extent in the 

BCCSAP, there is often a lack of initiative among government officials to implement 

them, as in most cases they do not take gender issues seriously. Male dominated 

institutional culture generally appears as a fundamental challenge for the incorporation of 

gender equality in the development sector in Bangladesh. Therefore, in most cases climate 

change is a gender-neutral phenomenon to them. A female environment and climate 

change activist working in a donor organisation verbalised: 

The male-dominated government environment does not even see any connection between 

gender and climate change. They don’t admit that it is a problem or that there is a need to 

develop strategies to address gender concerns. They usually ignore the issue, saying ‘it is 

already covered’ or make a joke by saying ‘why would gender be an issue when three 

women: prime minister, speaker and opposition leader are controlling the whole nation? 

Bangladeshi women are already empowered enough’. This notion is common amongst 

many male government officials (KII.9, 2013). 

According to another Key Informant, NGOs have played a pioneering role in introducing 

gender sensitivity concerns in government sectors and have been trying to change the 

traditional gender-blind environment over the last few decades in Bangladesh. She 

continued: 

As the concern related to climate change policy attests, gender advocates from non-

governmental sectors and gender activists have worked to push gender as a key 
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component or strategy that could bring some changes in the mindset of bureaucrats and 

in the organisational culture (KII.13, 2014).  

Although there are some institutional arrangements for climate change adaptation, the 

situation for gender consideration certainly has not been addressed properly in Bangladesh. 

In the BCCSAP, eleven ministries have been identified as line ministries to accelerate the 

climate change adaptation process. As the leader, the Ministry of Environment and Forest 

(MoEF) was given the responsibility to coordinate the process with other line ministries as 

well as having to keep track of developmental activities for successful implementation 

(BCCSAP, 2009, p.20). The BCCSAP stated that:  

The Government of Bangladesh recognises that tackling climate change requires an 

integrated approach involving many different ministries and agencies, civil society and 

the business sector (BCCSAP, 2009, p. 19).  

Again the BCCSAP stated in its T6P4 (Capacity Building and Institutional Strengthening) 

that in ‘strengthening gender consideration in climate change’ the MoWCA would be 

responsible and the key actor in coordinating and monitoring climate change and gender-

related activities (2009, p. 74), as it is officially responsible for overseeing women’s 

development activities. The responsibility also relates to the ministry’s ‘Women in 

Development (WID) Focal Point’ arrangement, as its overall remit is to ensure gender 

sensitivity within the programs and policies undertaken by every ministry and agency. 

However, the ministry itself is not powerful enough and insufficiently empowered in terms of 

human and budgetary resources to perform the role effectively. Therefore, the MoWCA, even 

with the WID focal points arrangement, is often unable to mainstream or monitor gender 

equality progress due to lack of staff and technical capacity. According to (KII1, 2013; KII8, 

2013), the level of preparedness for gender responsive climate change programs falls below 

the satisfactory standard. The Ministry has neither a strategy nor an action plan to address 

women’s climate change-related issues nor is there any specific budget to do so. Therefore, 

the prospect of practical implementation is not very encouraging.  

 Another fact is that the government’s officials have a low level of gender sensitivity as 

most of the officials and staffs are male and consequently a male dominated organisation’s 

culture prevails. Therefore, as an issue gender is always less prioritised so the WID 

mechanism is unlikely to become a powerful tool for the gender mainstreaming process in 

government sectors. Ahmed (2012, p. 19) argues that without a ‘strategy, action plan, and 
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budget’ it is not possible for the MoWCA to implement or monitor any gender responsive 

adaptation programs. Moreover, the MoWCA is not in a powerful enough position to put 

pressure on the focal points of climate change and gender in different ministries responsible 

for incorporating gender issues. A gender and climate change expert contends:  

Until now, main activities on climate change have lacked gender sensitivity. The position 

of the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs is relatively weak, and cannot enforce 

women’s rights, which fall into the jurisdiction of other government departments. Gender 

issues were not taken up seriously in the Ministry of Environment and Forest, which is 

responsible for climate change-related issues. This is due to lack of awareness and 

specialised staff in the relevant ministries. Thus, women’s issues are still less prioritised 

at the decision-making level in climate change adaptation-related activities (KII.8, 2014).  

Further, she added that some NGOs are trying to put a specific focus on training in gender-

sensitive adaptation and low carbon development measures for representatives from 

government, NGOs, and academic institutions. The goal is to build the capacity of their 

respective governance mechanisms through training courses and workshops to enable future 

programs and projects to be more gender-sensitive.  

In addition, placing gender as a priority issue in the government sector is not an easy 

task for a country like Bangladesh which has always had to deal with many problems related 

to socio-economic development such as poverty, unemployment and infrastructure 

development. Thus, gender issues receive less priority and they are yet to be considered as a 

matter that cuts across climate change adaptation-related activities. In this context an 

academic expert suggests:  

The MoWCA can provide policy guidelines, technical support and above all, help to 

integrate ‘gender lenses’ in all the activities undertaken by different ministries and 

agencies. In order to do that, commitment towards ensuring gender equality is needed 

first. If that can be ensured, this becomes an easy task to do by resource mobilisation and 

hiring experts. So within government mechanisms resources are not the main problem. 

The problem is the willingness and sensitivity to gender (KII.7, 2013).  

Focusing more on the scientific and technological aspects of climate change and attaching 

less concern to social aspects is another obstacle to incorporating gender issues in climate 

change adaptation (Alston, 2014). This kind of notion does not consider the human 

dimension of climate risks, differentiated vulnerabilities, men and women’s distinct roles and 
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responsibilities, and ability to cope with climate change, which is a fact in the Bangladesh 

case. For example, adaptation to coastal flooding, water-logging and water-sheds (‘haor’) in 

Bangladesh cannot be addressed merely by initiating a few technical solutions such as 

building dams or maintaining submergible dykes. The employment opportunities for women 

and men, their health and sanitary issues need to be considered. The problem of differentiated 

access to resources and entitlements must be solved holistically.To solve the problem 

holistically differentiated access to resources and entitlements must be addressed (KII14; 

GGCA, 2013, para 4). Therefore, the fundamental issue of including a gender perspective in 

climate change activities has not yet been properly addressed as a developmental issue and 

institutional sensitivity still remains inadequate. This is the main challenge, to secure a 

sustainable outcome of many adaptation programs in Bangladesh. So far no specific strategy 

has been taken to enhance the adaptation capacity of women in the required sectors. In this 

context, a gender and climate change expert expresses her concerns:  

An innovative initiative for dealing with the future impact of climate change focusing 

on women in the broader context is still lacking. More importantly, the huge activities 

mentioned in the BCCSAP to be implemented by the government’s apparatus, NGOs, 

and research communities are yet to be developed in a proper coordinated way. 

However, there is hardly any capacity within the NGOs, the research community and 

the government to undertake such important and huge activities (KII.8, 2014). 

She suggests that gender-sensitive training materials, capacity building and programs need 

to be designed and implemented through a proper gender-sensitive guideline. There is scope 

for developing training programs for high and mid-level officials of the government, NGOs 

and private organisations and for providing training to engendering the whole process. 

8.4: A Positive Step: the Climate Change Gender Action Plan  

Gender has not received sufficient attention in overall climate change policies and 

consequently mitigation and adaptation strategies cannot incorporate gender in a 

meaningful or effective way (see Alston, 2014; Kronsell, 2013). Ultimately, this results in 

the marginalisation of vulnerable groups, particularly women and this scenario is common 

in Bangladesh. However, some research organisations and NGOs have started working to 

address the issue. In this process, the Centre for Global Change (CGC), a prominent 

research organisation in Bangladesh, organised a national dialogue on “Addressing Gender 
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Concerns in Adaptation Discourse: Leadership Awaits Bangladesh”, involving different 

stakeholders in Dhaka in April 2010 (KII.8, 2014). The workshop included a wide group 

of participants from the government, donors, NGOs and civil society. Participants 

identified the particular needs of climate affected women for further action by policy 

makers. Such demands continued from pressure groups including women’s organisations, 

gender and environment activists, researchers, NGOs and government’s development 

partners. They recommended a gender- sensitive action plan for climate change adaptation 

(KII7, 2013; KII8, 2013) to be implemented by the BCCSAP. As a result, the Climate 

Change and Gender Action Plan was developed in 2013, and considered a major 

achievement towards engendering the processes of the BCCSAP. In addition, to 

operationalise the mandate of the National Women Development Policy and the Sixth 

Five-Year Plan (2011–2015), the Climate Change Gender Action Plan (CCGAP) can 

provide an effective mechanism within the framework of the BCCSAP.  

The CCGAP was prepared with the assistance of International Union for Conservation 

of Nature (IUCN) on behalf of the Global Gender and Climate Alliance (GGCA) in 

cooperation with the MoWCA, the Ministry of Disaster Management and Relief (MoDMR) 

and the Ministry of Social Welfare. A multi-stakeholder steering committee including 

representatives from civil society, IUCN and concerned ministries were part of the 

preparation of the plan (KII.3). The main objective of the CCGAP is to:  

mainstream gender equality concerns into climate change-related policies, strategies and 

interventions ensuring access to, participation in, contributions towards and benefits for 

the diverse group of stakeholders for the sustainable and equitable development of 

Bangladesh (CCGAP, 2013, p.34).  

The CCGAP integrates gender considerations into four pillars: Food security, social 

protection and health; Comprehensive disaster management; Infrastructure; Mitigation and 

low carbon development. The remaining two pillars of the BCCSAP, ‘Research and 

knowledge management’ and ‘Capacity building and institutional strengthening’ are 

mainstreamed within the above four pillars.  

The CCGAP (2013) identifies relevant activities for these four pillars through an 

intensive gender perspective. Some important activities were outlined in the CCGAP under 

the four themes: 
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Food security, social protection and health: 

• Recognize women’s contribution in agriculture to the GDP.  

• Ensure women’s access to land tenureship/leasing for cultivation (2013, p.41) . 

Comprehensive disaster management: 

• Develop gender responsive policy based on disaster management, climate change and 

sustainable development. 

• Develop adequate communication facilities to ensure the ability of women to reach safe 

places (cyclone shelters, flood shelters, killahs and others) (2013, pp. 54–55.) 

Infrastructure: 

• Increase women’s participation in climate change-related infrastructure development 

(planning, designing, construction and maintenance). 

• Enhance technical capacity for gender responsive infrastructure development (2013, pp. 65–

66). 

Mitigation and low carbon development 

• Improve women’s knowledge on climate change mitigation issues. 

• Develop women’s entrepreneurship in relation to waste management.  

• Mainstream gender considerations in coastal and social forestry programs or initiatives  

    (2013, pp. 79–80). 

One of the main contributors of the CCGAP, remarks that this plan: 

…establishes clear objectives, outlines substantive activities that are accompanied by 

reachable indicators within the four pillars as identified and highlighted in the plan. This 

is so that women can offer specific contributions with the required necessary support 

within a timeframe of five years. It aims to mainstream gender in climate change 

adaptation opportunities that promote gender equality and facilitate transformation in the 

BCCSAP, the NAPA and other policy document. Importantly, it also aims to build a 

resilient community (KII.7, 2013).  
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The most positive aspect of the CCGAP is that it has placed women as active partners of 

climate change adaptation rather than only as a vulnerable section of society. Moreover, 

the CCGAP addresses the unequal gender resource distributions, differentiated access to 

assets, information as well as power relations which cause gender specific vulnerabilities. 

Therefore, it has covered and included a wide range of gender-differentiated needs and 

requirements (both practical and strategic) in relevant sectors of adaptation. Thus the 

CCGAP has created a strong foundation towards a gender-sensitive adaptation practice. 

However, the success of the plan fully relies on appropriate implementation and proper 

monitoring processes. This is the main obstacle for the success of many plans and 

programs in Bangladesh. 

8.5: Towards a Gender Responsive Approach 

A gender responsive approach considers the gender dynamics of social and cultural 

contexts, thus ensuring that any type of discrimination and negative stereotypes and 

attitudes against women are not reinforced (UN Women, 2014). According to Agricultural 

Development (2015, p. 1), three issues need to be considered in ensuring gender 

responsiveness in programs or projects: know women, design for women and be 

accountable to women. In this way, a gender responsive approach creates an enabling 

environment for changing gender relations not only including women as participants but 

also as active partners. It considers gender integration as a continuous mainstreaming 

process into all aspects of program and policy including formulation, implementation and 

evaluation  (Subrahmanian, 2004, p. 94). Gender mainstreaming refers to incorporating a 

“gender perspective to any action, policy, legislation or action in order to ensure that the 

concerns of all are addressed and that gender inequalities are not perpetuated through 

institutional means” (Alston, 2014, p. 287). The gender dynamics of social power 

structures that create gender inequality within every sphere of women’s lives are a 

significant consideration in this process. The goal of integrating gender responsive 

approaches in the climate change adaptation plans and policies, including program design, 

implementation and evaluation, is to bring equal benefits for women and men and to 

change gender relations (Cole et al., 2014, p.7). Thus gender responsiveness offers an 

opportunity to change gender relations at individual and community level with a critical 

reflection on how gender norms affect the wellbeing of individuals, families and 

communities; it is a vital step towards the transformation of the status quo in gender 
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inequality (Dankelman, 2002).  

For the success of the approach there is a need to change the gendered political nature 

of institutions. As Feminist Political Ecology suggests, women’s agency can work as a 

catalyst for the transformation of the dominant and unequal patriarchal structure of society as 

well as institutions. Gender-sensitive approaches need to be used to increase awareness about 

gender inequalities within the family or community and also to change existing 

discriminatory gender practices that prevail within every institution. These two negative 

elements can render many good plans or programs ineffective.  

A development activist from the non-government sector expresses her concern about 

the gender transformative and gender responsive approaches in developmental activities 

including climate change adaptation. Based on 25 years working experience in the 

development sector of Bangladesh, she notes: 

 My experience suggests that many good policies, plans or programs for women in 

Bangladesh could not achieve real success for women due to the lack of proper gender 

transformative or responsive initiatives. Incorporating women’s issues on paper is not 

enough for gender equality. There is a need to implement and work to bring change in 

the gender relations in every sphere of women’s lives. We will get the positive result of 

any gender-sensitive program only then (KII.16, 2014). 

A gender-sensitive high level government official expresses similar thinking. He 

comments: 

The agenda for influencing gender issues in public policies, and implementation to 

delivery processes needs a clear vision and approach to enable change in administrative 

or bureaucratic systems. Otherwise it is impossible to benefit women only through 

targeted actions and programs. This agenda can possibly be implemented, if appropriate 

efforts can be made (KII.1, 2013).  

He continues by mentioning two ongoing programs implemented by the DWA targeting 

adolescents and their families in order to change gender relations within respective 

families and communities. On the other hand, he also emphasises the need to create a 

gender awareness practice in institutional mechanisms through training and capacity 

building programs and by making gender a more explicit concern in all development 

activities. He proposes: 
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I believe it should start from home, to bring change in gender relations within family 

members then the community. For organisational change gender sensitive training 

programs can work as a tool for revisiting gender relations. In order to do that, we need 

to think outside of traditional box and change the earlier notion of including women in a 

token manner. Then the whole scenario can be changed gradually (KII.1, 2013).  

Due to the lack of gender sensitivity, there are few adequate governmental initiatives and 

effective arrangements in this sector. Thus the institutional level efforts for gender 

transformation are still narrowly situated within the non-government sectors such as NGOs 

and international development agencies in Bangladesh. An international expert on climate 

change from Bangladesh explains:  

The status of gender consideration in the climate change adaptation process in 

Bangladesh has not received appropriate attention yet. It is actually a very diverse 

process. It includes policy reform with changes in the bureaucratic mindset and practices. 

The development partners in this sector mostly pose the issue of addressing gender 

equality. Therefore, the inclusion of women legitimises this approach, to achieve the goal 

of gender equality as a way of getting cooperation from development partners (KII.10, 

2014). 

In Bangladesh, the government system follows a top-down decision-making process from 

the national level to the local level. A gender expert contends that this is also a barrier as it 

operates in stark opposition to a gender responsive approach.  

The gender transformative approach starts from the bottom and considers the field level 

experiences as the reflection of the particular vulnerable group’s needs and priorities. 

Decisions and suggestions from both field level officials and stakeholders are very 

important but are mostly ignored. There is a need to bring change within the traditional 

developmental approach (KII.11, 2014).  

In this regard, women’s organisations can play a critical role in the gender transformative 

policy process. In Bangladesh it is well recognised that women’s political activism is 

strong and women’s organisations work continually as pressure groups to formulate many 

policies and laws in order to establish women’s rights and gender equality (see Chapter 5.2 

and 7.4). The formulation of the CCGAP is a good example of the influence of women’s 

activism. A prominent environmental activist in Bangladesh, claims that:  

The credit needs to be given to the women’s collective efforts and actions from both 
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grassroot to national level to increase women’s concerns in the policies and plans in 

Bangladesh. Although ‘gender and climate change’ is fairly new conceptual thinking in 

Bangladesh, Bangladeshi women’s lives were never separated from the environment. So 

women were always dependent on nature and actively protected nature. Therefore, they 

need women-friendly programs and policies for the betterment of their families and 

communities as well as the environment (K114, 2014).   

Therefore, considering women’s vulnerability along with their adaptive capacity is the first 

step for mainstreaming gender in the adaptation processes. Most of the respondents of my 

study acknowledge that the impact of climate change affects women differently to men. 

Therefore, it is important to consider incorporating women in the most appropriate ways 

both during project design and at implementation stage. I find local government bodies are 

potential agencies for undertaking and implementing gender responsive climate change 

adaptation programs. Local government bodies are always strong platforms for local level 

activism and demanding rights where elected female representatives can play a vital role if 

they are supported with adequate decision-making power and adequate funding for 

programs. The Women Development Forum (see Chapter 5.2) at local government level 

can be such a platform for women. 

8.6: Chapter Summary 

Bangladesh first started showing concern about climate change adaptation by preparing the 

National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA, 2005) in response to the 

recommendation of the UNFCCC. Following that, in 2009 the Bangladesh Climate Change 

Strategy and Action Plan (BCCSAP) was developed. Until now it is the main policy 

document to follow in relation to adaptation programs and activities and is considered a 

living document. Even though half of the country’s population is made up of women and 

they actively take part in diverse coping practices at the household and community level, 

gender consideration is a neglected and under-represented issue in policies dealing with 

climate change. The NAPA and the BCCSAP have not captured all the dynamics of 

women and climate change, hence failing to endorse gender considerations properly. 

Neither document incorporates women’s needs or their priorities as active partners, merely 

considering them as a vulnerable section of society. Overlooking the potential aspects of 

women’s roles and contributions in a broader sense undermines the credibility and value of 

these plan’s strategies.  
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Similarly, at a practical level, gender dynamics within households and communities 

also limit women’s capacity to be involved in formal adaptation programs, which causes 

unequal benefits and endowments for women. A persistent challenge is that women are often 

considered as recipients not as active partners in formal climate change adaption programs. 

Moreover, women’s contributions to agriculture and subsistence economy to make their 

household disaster resilient are mostly overlooked in climate change discourse. The existing 

structural and socio-cultural constraints for women in Bangladesh need to be overcome to 

enable them to be more active partners in climate change adaptation. Thus several structural 

factors undermine women’s struggles, ignore their voices and do not fully acknowledge their 

contributions to the family or society. Therefore, in order to bring change to the long-

established gendered structure and power relations continuous transformation is required. 

It is well recognised that a gender responsive developmental approach is crucial for a 

sustainable outcome. In the same way, a successful climate change adaptation program relies 

on the effective involvement and substantive participation of all stakeholders. To address 

women’s issues and to ensure their full participation, the CCGAP is taking an encouraging 

step towards a gender transformative approach for the implementation of the BCCSAP. In 

this process, development partners, women’s organisations and activists have played a crucial 

part as the main actors and contributed to its success. Gender-sensitive plans alone, however, 

are not enough to ensure women’s equity and equality. The success of a plan depends on 

implementing and monitoring processes where a gender transformative approach can play a 

vital role. It is not, however, an easy process to implement a gender action plan successfully, 

particularly within a male dominated government organisational culture. Success relies on 

bringing change in gender power relations within the family, community and at an 

institutional level. Subsequently, an enabling environment is required that provides 

opportunities for women to create meaningful voices, transform gender relations and 

engender the power structures. Accordingly, ensuring a gender responsive approach in 

institutional policies and practices can create an effective foundation to achieve these goals. 

Both national and grassroot level women’s organisations are main catalysts and pressure 

groups in engendering the whole policy process. 

Next, the concluding chapter will provide a discussion on the major findings, 

challenges, opportunities and way forward towards a robust climate change adaptation policy 

process for Bangladesh. 
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Chapter Nine 

Conclusions 

9.1: Introduction 

The main purpose of my study was to highlight the multi-dimensional involvement of women 

in climate change adaptation and to acknowledge their role as active partners in the process. 

My thesis explored the experiences and contributions of women in response to climate 

change adaptation in Bangladesh. By doing so my thesis sought to elaborate on the 

development of a more gender responsive adaptation process than what is currently in place. 

My thesis was underpinned by feminist theories of the environment, which consider gender, 

particularly women, as a critical factor in explaining and solving any environmental 

problems. The theoretical framework of my study, combined with the theories of Feminist 

Political Ecology, Feminist Environmentalism and Ecofeminism, provides a comprehensive 

lens to understand the roles of women in climate change adaptation (see Chapter 2.2).  

Elements of the above mentioned theories, such as women’s connection with nature; 

gendered knowledge, roles and responsibilities; gender power relations and women’s agency, 

were used to analyse the eco-political link between women and climate change, with special 

reference to women’s contributions to climate change adaptation. My study examined the 

processes of response to ecological change and sustainable adaptation, while one of the main 

theoretical arguments was that gender relations are a significant factor within class, culture, 

ethnicity and geographical location. The overall findings of my study suggest that gender is a 

critical variable that actively shapes women’s mobility and their access to resources and 

power within the community, as well as the ‘intra and inter household’ dynamics in the 

context of climate change adaptation in Bangladesh. This confirms other findings related to 

women’s household bargaining power (Agarwal, 1997); the burden women carry as a result 

of their role in maintaining food security (Quisumbing and Smith 2007); and gender-

differentiated impacts from failure of agricultural production (Quisumbing, Kumar and 

Behrman, 2011).   
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In line with the objectives of my study, this chapter summarises the major findings and 

provides conclusions drawn from the primary research questions. The core argument of my 

thesis is that women’s contributions to their families assist in the development of climate 

resilient households and communities, which is important for climate change adaptation. To 

support my argument, I collected empirical evidence that highlights how women’s coping 

strategies, which are mostly micro-level contributions, have a cumulative effect at the macro 

or the community level. Their efforts towards developing climate resilient households and 

communities constitute a major part of their struggle for daily survival, even though they are 

continually confronted with gender discriminatory practices in every sphere of their lives (see 

Chapter 8.3). 

Further, I argue that women’s experiences are an under-represented aspect of the 

climate change discourse in Bangladesh, because women’s contributions continue to be 

dismissed and are not fully captured due to traditional gender perceptions. Consequently, 

national policy fails to acknowledge the women’s vital role in climate change adaptation. 

There remains a paucity of research in the area of women and climate change. My study 

contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the roles women play in climate 

change adaptation. However, there is further scope for future studies to develop a greater 

insight into the contributions that women make towards building climate resilient households 

and societies. The following discussion highlights the overall findings of my research.  

	  
9.2: Findings and Discussion  

Understanding Climate Change in the Context of Bangladesh.  

Research Question 1: How is climate change likely to affect Bangladesh and what 

vulnerable communities are more likely to be impacted and why?  

Answers to this question help us to understand the overall climate change situation in 

Bangladesh, including its potential impact on the country’s socio-economic sectors. As 

discussed in Chapter Four, Bangladesh is considered the sixth most vulnerable country in the 

world to extreme events resulting from climate change. The country is facing climatic 

exposures such as sea level rises, salt water intrusions in arable lands, as well as frequent 

hazards including storms, cyclones, floods, flash floods and droughts. Factors including 

extreme weather with prolonged high temperatures are present and typically result in drought, 

uneven rainfall patterns, increased monsoon precipitation, higher trans-boundary water flows, 
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and rising sea levels contributing to an increase in the extent of flooding. These climatic 

events convincingly suggest the presence and impacts of climate change. In addition, the 

adverse effects of climate change in Bangladesh are expected to increase the severity of 

cyclones by 2050 along with storm surges. Due to uneven rainfall patterns, new events such 

as landslides are taking place and affecting hilly parts of the country’s south-east, thereby 

potentially creating further disasters (see Chapter 4.3.4).   

As a heavily climate-dependent country, long-term changes in temperatures and 

precipitation have a significant impact on agricultural production. Increased temperature and 

lower solar radiation cause sterility in rice production and reduce the production of other 

crops. All these have a negative impact on peoples’ livelihood, food security, fresh water 

availability and overall wellbeing. Furthermore, the observed trend of rising sea levels 

threatens the coastal belt and may cause the displacement of approximately twenty million 

people by the year 2050 if the projected sea level rise eventuates (BCCSAP, 2009, p. 16). 

Already as a consequence, a large number of people have been displaced by climate change 

and have been forced to move to urban areas. Large portions of this population are the urban 

poor who are already living in poverty. My empirical evidence shows that the impact of 

climate change is diverse within every section of the communities and it varies depending on 

class, geographical location, livelihood, and ethnic and gender identity. In this sense, poor 

women are more vulnerable due to the feminisation of poverty (Neelormi, 2010). Moreover, 

in a country like Bangladesh, which draws on traditional gender constructs, daily lives are 

determined by socio-economic conditions. 

Depending on the philosophical stance (as outlined in Chapter 2.2), explanations of 

contributing factors to gender-differentiated vulnerabilities relating to environmental change 

differ (Agarwal, 1998; Rocheleau et al. 1996; Shiva, 1989). However, feminist environmental 

theories overall argue that with their life experience and livelihood closely connected to the 

environment, women are more exposed to the adverse impacts of climate change and 

therefore they remain particularly vulnerable. Some examples from Bangladesh include 

walking longer distances to access clean drinking water in areas affected by drought and 

salinity intrusion, due to the changes in rainfall and sea level rise (Alston, 2015; Neelormi 

and Ahmed, 2009); seasonal food insecurity from crop failure (Nasreen, 2008a; Azad, 

Hossain and Nasreen, 2013) and male migration (Kartiki, 2011). Each of these consequences 

of climate change impacts differently on women and men. These examples also have a 

poverty dimension (for instance, women who are from economically well-off families do not 
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need to walk far to collect water. Either they have their own water system or the ability to 

procure water). Returning to the question posed in the introductory chapter and the findings 

that emerged from my study presented in the Chapter Four, it is evident that in Bangladesh 

gender and poverty are two inseparable critical factors that shape vulnerability, as well as the 

resilience of the affected communities.  

Women Play Key Roles in Building Household Resilience and 
Contribute Significantly Towards Community Climate Change 
Adaptation.  

Research questions two and three provide the platform for a deeper understanding of 

women’s roles as key players in the diverse climate change contexts in Bangladesh. 

Research Question 2: What are women’s roles and responsibilities in current climate 
change   adaptation practices in Bangladesh? 

A key theoretical argument of my thesis is that women’s collective agency is important for 

dealing with environmental problems. The findings of my study strengthen the idea that 

women demonstrate significant interest in being involved in formal adaptation practices, 

despite the socio-cultural challenges that they face. Women are playing a vital role as active 

agents of change in community risk reduction and they are successfully able to motivate other 

women to move to safer places during an emergency situation and to save their lives. Thus, 

women’s visibility and involvement have become a crucial part of a community’s disaster 

management and preparedness. Indeed, their role as members of disaster preparedness and 

disaster risk reduction committees has built awareness among their communities. This 

particular role is particularly significant across the coastal belt where the frequency of 

cyclones is increasing due to climate change, and this was found in the case of the Cyclone 

Preparedness Program. In addition, young women’s involvement in community disaster 

resiliency programs is another positive aspect of climate change adaptation, particularly with 

the emergence of new climatic hazards like landslides in urban areas. Female volunteers have 

developed emotional and cultural resiliency among women and children who are the most 

vulnerable groups when landslides occur. Due to the intervention of the Early Warning 

System on Landslide Project, improved levels of disaster resiliency and quick response 

capacity have been developed among the women within the urban settlement of the coastal 

city of Cox’s Bazaar.  
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Women’s involvements in livelihood development activities, potable water 

management and in community forestry are important undertakings in climate change 

adaptation in Bangladesh. These activities are carried out so that vulnerable communities can 

cope with the climate change situation, particularly in drought prone and salinity inundated 

areas. Women successfully manage and carry out these activities as a part of adopting a new 

way of life. This was revealed in the Action Aid’s project for drought adaptation. Local and 

indigenous coping practices like floating vegetable gardens can be an effective adaptation 

tool and have been mostly maintained by rural women over the years as part of their 

household’s inbuilt resilience. This can make a significant contribution to formal adaptation 

programs if it is replicated in similar and newly affected areas.  

However, my findings suggest that women are mostly offered supportive and activity 

specific roles, rather than roles that would regard them as active partners in formal programs 

and projects. This was evident through the framework of Agarwal’s (2001) typology of the 

participation of women in community development projects. My thesis identified that the 

type and level of women’s participation is mostly influenced by several socio-cultural factors 

where gender norms and power relations interact. Moreover, women’s level of participation 

differs between government and non-government projects depending on the way women are 

considered, included and involved at all stages. The gendered nature of economic and 

political power relations to the access, use and control of resources is one of the key issues 

highlighted by the ideas of feminist political ecology (Thomas-Slayter, Wangari and 

Rocheleau, 1996). Bangladesh has a gender-biased institutional culture which is more 

prominent within government institutions (see Chapter 8.3) and significantly influences 

women’s access to and availability of support or services.  

Nonetheless, the literature clearly indicates the presence of women’s agency, through 

their involvement in grassroots and national level women’s organisations that provide a 

platform to collectivise and raise awareness of their struggles against the adverse impacts of 

climate change on their livelihood. In their studies of South Asian rural women and 

environmental problems Agarwal (2001b), Kabir (2012) and Nasrin (2012) show similar 

results. Furthermore, Campell (1996) and Wangari et al. (1996) demonstrate that there is a 

high degree of political will and activism amongst women in Brazil and Kenya respectively. 

My findings also reveal that women’s individual and collective agency operate as a crucial 

factor to take up such initiatives. This reinforces the insight from Feminist Political Ecology 

that grassroots political activism can play an important role in empowering women. 
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Research Question 3:  What coping practices do women exercise in their daily life and why 
are these important considerations for building resilience to climate change?    

The current population of Bangladesh is approximately 160 million. Women make up half of 

the population and contribute significantly to the country’s economy. They contribute to their 

household livelihood activities in addition to community development work, especially in 

rural areas where livelihood and economic activities mainly depend on natural resources and 

agriculture. Rural women are often responsible for subsistence agricultural work, household 

food management and they bear the responsibility for ensuring household water consumption 

and fuel. In the urban context, women are also involving themselves in different economic 

arenas and contributing to the household’s resilience by involving themselves in the informal 

labour market. Overall, the role of women is significantly diverse, depending on the 

geographical and climate change contexts across the country, particularly at the household 

level. Regardless of their diverse ways of earning a living, women are all active in making 

their households resilient by ensuring food security and water management, supporting the 

micro-economy through involvement in subsistence agriculture, natural resource 

management and the informal labour market. Additionally, they are maintaining numerous 

indigenous and local practices based on their daily life experiences and gendered knowledge 

to cope with adverse situations.  

Some other important issues on the complexities of gender dynamics within 

Bangladeshi society emerged in my findings. The theoretical underpinnings of my thesis 

suggest that gender relations are always a vital factor in women’s everyday lives, and that 

these relations influence their experiences and knowledge. In addition, my findings suggest 

that gender power relations are not as simple as what is portrayed in traditional notions of 

power dynamics within the family structure. Power relations do not only operate between 

female and male, or wife and husband, but also among the female members of the families as 

‘intra-household power dynamics’ (described in Chapter 8.3.1).  These dynamic have 

substantial influence on women’s mobility, endowments, access to and control over 

resources. Therefore, it is critical to consider these intra-household gender power dynamics 

when involving women in formal adaptation programs. 

Women’s community level involvement through formal climate change adaptation 

programs demonstrates their capacity, and they have become an integral part in disaster 

management and disaster risk reduction, which are important elements of climate change 

adaptation in Bangladesh. In addition, women’s activism to protect the environment and 
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establish their rights has a long history across the regions. In many cases, Bangladeshi 

women also show their awareness of environmental problems and play an active role in 

preventing further degradation. Drawing from the ideas of Ecofeminism, Shiva (1989) 

suggests that women share a close relationship with the environment and they play a role as 

its protectors as well as managers (Glazebrook, 2011; Milne, 2005; Shiva, 1989). I was able 

to explain the active roles that women have in protecting further environment degradation 

which adversely impacts their livelihood, and that their motivation serves as a catalyst for 

involvement in formal protest regardless of the risks involved (see Chapter 6.4.3). This 

empirical evidence offers significant prospects for considering and recognising women’s 

contributions, particularly at the community level.  

Many women’s groups at the grassroots level and women’s organisations at the 

national level are also functioning as driving forces for solving environmental problems, 

demanding basic services to improve the quality of life and establish equal rights. Women’s 

multi-dimensional involvement often starts in the informal sector (household) and moves to 

levels of formal adaptation (community). Their contributions as individuals or as a group 

reveal their significant presence in climate change adaptation practices, even though this 

contribution remains unrecognised in the overall climate change adaptation discourse in 

Bangladesh. Thus, it is important that women be considered as the important stakeholders 

and as an integral part of the climate change adaptation process in Bangladesh. 

Policy has yet to Consider or Acknowledge Women as Active Partners in 
Formal Climate Change Adaptation.	  

Research Question 4: How have women’s issues been addressed or considered in current 
climate change adaptation plans and programs and what aspects are missing? 

These findings indicate that women’s contributions to disaster preparedness, disaster risk 

reduction and climate change adaptation have important policy implications. However, 

gender consideration remains a neglected and unrepresented issue in policies dealing with 

climate change in Bangladesh. The two key policy documents on adaptation, the National 

Adaptation Program (NAPA–2005) and the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy Paper 

(BCCSAP–2009) do not clearly highlight gender concerns. Both of the documents neglected 

to incorporate women’s needs and priorities as active partners; rather they frame women as 

vulnerable and passive groups within society. The policy documents overlook women’s 

potential and their contributions in a broader sense. Moreover, societal norms and 

organisational culture are significant barriers for gender-sensitive policy or program 
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implementation. Bangladesh’s male dominated organisational culture is a fundamental 

challenge in the struggle for recognition that gender equality needs to be addressed at policy 

level. Hence climate change is still considered a gender-neutral phenomenon (see Chapter 

8.3.3).  

My research reconnoitered relevant government departments actively working on 

climate change adaptation policy and implementation. While the BCCSAP has included 

gendered considerations to some extent, there is often a lack of initiative to integrate them in 

government institutions at the decision-making level. This is because in most cases they do 

not take gender issues seriously. A gender-blind institutional culture is generally a 

fundamental challenge to ensuring gender equality in the climate change sector. 

Consequently, administrative mechanisms for climate change adaptation are not well 

prepared or implemented. The Ministry of Environment and Forest, the Government of 

Bangladesh’s primary implementing agency, lacks gender sensitivity in climate change 

adaptation; and the monitoring agency, the Ministry of Women and Children Affairs, lacks 

the resources, specifically in terms of budget, capacity and human capital. Hence, policy 

support is vital to ensure that women contribute fully in gender responsive climate change 

adaptation. A lack of gender consideration creates gender biased institutions and limits 

women’s opportunities. Thus the evidence from my study clearly demonstrates that gender is 

a core issue and its significance is paramount regardless of the local or national policy 

context. 

Research Question 5: What features should a robust gender responsive climate change 
adaptation policy process include?  

A major policy implication of my findings is that a gender responsive policy process can 

support women’s effective participation and acknowledge their contributions, particularly in 

new development issues like climate change adaptation. The gendered impact of climate 

change is a recent issue in the climate change discourse in Bangladesh. However, 

Bangladeshi women’s lives are never separated from the environment: women are always 

reliant on it and its natural resources. Thus the inclusion of women’s issues in climate change 

and adaptation-related policies and programs in Bangladesh is important. The findings of my 

study provide insights that women are performing diverse roles for adapting to and coping 

with climate change across the country. Evidence supports the argument that women can 

contribute and that their effective participation is vital for the sustainability of both formal 

and informal adaptation practices. This reinforces the significance of women’s participation 
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not only at the micro level but also at the macro level which is another key argument of my 

thesis.   

    However, there is a gap in the development of gender transformative approaches, which 

incorporate women as distinct actors and active agents in relevant programs and policies. 

Changing gender relations in every sphere of women’s life and engendering an organisation’s 

culture and policy process can reduce this gap. Mainstreaming gender issues, particularly in 

national development policies, disaster preparedness and national economic planning can 

help to formulate a robust gender-responsive climate change adaption policy. In addition, 

community based consultative processes that involve every section of the society, particularly 

those who are more vulnerable to climate change, can enhance the gender-responsiveness of 

any adaptation policy. Therefore, gender mainstreaming in climate change adaptation 

processes should be considered a fundamental goal for Bangladesh.  

 To sum up, women’s connection with nature; gendered knowledge, roles and 

responsibilities; gendered power relations and women’s agency are the main elements of the 

overarching theories that I have considered in order to analyse the eco-political links between 

women and climate change adaptation in Bangladesh. Overall feminist environmental 

theories argue that women are more exposed to the adverse impacts of climate change 

because their livelihoods are closely connected to the environment and consequently their 

experiences are different to men’s. My findings confirmed that the consequences of climate 

change are not the same for women and men. The empirical evidence from each of my study 

sites shows that the impact of climate change is diverse and  varies according to class, 

geographical location, livelihood, and ethnic and gender identity. Another theoretical 

underpinning suggests that gender relations are always a vital factor in women’s everyday 

lives and have substantial influence on women’s mobility, endowments, and access to and 

control over resources. These dynamics also shape their experiences and knowledge in 

relation to nature and the  environment. The presence of ‘gendered knowledge’ is found in 

local and indigenous coping practices like floating vegetable gardens as an effective 

adaptation tool. Rural women in flood prone regions mostly maintain these as part of their 

household’s resilience strategies. Women’s ‘gender responsibilities’ result in capabilities of 

managing successfully and they carry out new livelihood activities as part of their overall 

coping strategies as I found in the Action Aid’s project for drought adaptation. 

     The findings of my study also strengthen the idea of ‘women’s collective agency’. 

Keeping with the feminist theoretical literature discussed in chapter two, I found that women 

are playing a vital role as active agents of change in community disaster risk reduction in 
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cyclone-affected areas in Bangladesh. In addition, young women’s leadership in community 

disaster resilience programs is another positive aspect of climate change adaptation, 

particularly with the emergence of new climatic hazards like landslides. Furthermore, the 

theories indicate the presence of ‘women’s agency’, through their involvement in grassroots 

and national level women’s organisations that provide a platform to collectivise and raise 

awareness of their struggles against the adverse impacts of climate change on their 

livelihoods. Finally, ‘women’s activism’ in protecting the environment and establishing their 

rights has a long history across the regions. Consistent with the ideas of ecofeminism, my 

findings demonstrate women’s active roles in protecting  against further environment 

degradation which adversely impacts their livelihoods, proving themselves as vigilant 

protectors of nature. 

 

9.3: Opportunities and Challenges  

It is evident from the overall analysis of my study that women’s diverse roles have proved 

that they are active partners in the country’s developmental activities. Hence traditional 

notions of women and gender power relations need to be transformed. Although many 

positive changes have taken place over the years, women continue to face the challenges of 

socio-cultural and institutional constraints, which hinder their capacity to get involved. 

Furthermore, their efforts to fully participate are constrained due to unequal power structures. 

This situation supports the findings a number of scholars who examined women’s 

participation in community-based development projects.45 Therefore, it is important to 

address the prevailing constraints for women’s participation in climate change adaptation. 

Moreover, their contribution needs to be acknowledged through policy reform and the 

mainstreaming of women in the climate change and national development sector. The 

following sections reveal key opportunities and challenges. 

Opportunities 

Women’s individual level struggles and efforts are an inspiring aspect of the process of 

change. Women’s contributions in making their household disaster resilient through diverse 

coping practices are an important part of adaptation. Although women as a collective agency 

have become more confident in responding to such problems, their personal attempts should 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Agarwal (2001a); Cornwall (2003); Coleman and Mwangi (2013). 
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not be overlooked or ignored. Many women have become role models for other women and 

an example to be followed by others in coping, surviving and becoming climate resilient. 

Indeed, women’s mobility in public spheres has increased significantly, which is very 

encouraging for the empowerment of rural women. This is a sign of the Bangladeshi society’s 

gradual cultural shift towards adaptation and resilience.  

Many NGO supported women’s groups have directly influenced women in responding 

to climate change as they are the main driving forces in the rural development sector in 

Bangladesh. In addition, local government, with the support of development partners, has 

provided enormous support for women’s advancement, particularly by involving them in 

income-generating activities, increasing their mobility and raising awareness about rights. All 

these factors encourage women to be confident in raising their voices, finding solutions and 

expressing their views on this new social and environmental crisis. In addition, due to the 

influence of international bodies and development partners, the government has started to 

take the initiative to support the notion of women’s inclusion and involvement in climate 

change adaptation. The formulation of the CCGAP is a powerful platform and opportunity to 

implement gender responsive adaptation processes. 

The government initiative of promoting female leaders in local government bodies is 

another important development, allowing rural women to access and enter formal local 

development activities. Many female Upazila vice-chairpersons, UP chairpersons and UP 

members have taken on new leadership positions in local level politics. Some have acted as 

advocates to develop a disaster resilient society and have become more involved in 

environmental activism. Consequently, local women are now more aware of government 

services and programs at local level and in many cases, they could mobilise to access various 

programs. The Department of Women Affairs (DWA) has been playing a catalyst role over 

the last 40 years from the government’s side by implementing activities across the country. 

Many grassroots level women’s organisations affiliated with the DWA are active in 

improving women’s socio-economic conditions and creating a supportive environment for 

women’s empowerment. Their more visible public presence encourages other women to 

become involved in local level disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation-related 

activities.  
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Challenges 

Notwithstanding many positive and inspiring achievements, Bangladeshi women still need to 

confront several existing structural and socio-cultural constraints. Persistent unequal gender 

power relations within the household, community or society undermine women’s capability 

and restrict their engagement in certain types of activities that can prove them equal to men. 

This situation is reinforced by many unequal gender norms and practices, which are the main 

challenges for women in becoming more active partners in climate change adaptation. These 

constraints exist in the social structure where gender is constructed and persist at the 

institutional level where processes are implemented (Mohsin, 2010).  

Gender power structures create a male biased environment within all social and 

political institutions and discourage women’s involvement, which is a common scenario in 

Bangladesh. Due to this cultural mindset women’s contributions are mostly undermined and 

undervalued. As a result, they are deprived of institutional and governmental support, which 

places them in an even more vulnerable position. Indeed, women have been considered to be 

recipients of, not active partners in, formal climate change adaption processes. These factors 

thus undermine women’s struggles, ignore their voices and do not fully acknowledge their 

contributions to family or society. This is part of their continual struggle for survival within 

broader environmental politics and activism.   

9.4: The Way Forward 

The findings of my study have a number of important implications for future adaption policy 

and practice. My thesis proposes some important issues that can be addressed through policy 

interventions in order to create an environment that ensures gender-sensitive climate change 

adaptation processes.  

First, there is a need for a coordinated gender transformative approach aimed at 

integrating gender concerns in climate change adaptation policies and practices. Government 

implementation bodies, international donor agencies and NGOs need to be more practical and 

cooperative in operationalising gender sensitivity in climate change adaptation. To do this, 

clear implementing guidelines are needed for national climate change adaptation plans or 

strategies. It can be done through the Climate Change Gender Action Plan where sector wide 

women’s issues were largely covered and addressed (see Chapter 8.4). Relevant ministries 

should institutionalise (through implementation, monitoring and evaluation) the action plan 

otherwise opportunities will only remain theoretical. These implementation guidelines should 
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include accountability measures in order to ensure and provide adequate resources, power 

and capacity. In light of that, governments need to initiate the periodical review of the 

BCCSAP–2009. That will provide a clear picture of the climate change adaptation situation 

in Bangladesh and will help to identify the gaps and challenges.   

Second, environmental organisations, women’s organisations and academic institutions 

can create a common platform to initiate the analysis of current predicaments, monitor 

ongoing activities and undertake research projects related to gender and climate change. Such 

coordinating bodies can fill the knowledge and information gap to support policy makers and 

accelerate the implementing process. Thus, these bodies can work as pressure groups for 

government to implement the Climate Change Gender Action Plan and provide support in the 

monitoring process. In addition, this platform can work for the capacity building of grassroots 

women’s organisations or activists who are endeavoring to protect nature and the 

environment. However, this requires appropriate policy guidelines and strong advocacy. 

Third, in order to bring a positive change in long established gendered structures and 

power relations a continuous transformation is necessary. This requires an enabling 

environment that provides opportunities for women to express meaningful views, transform 

gender relations and engender power structures. Strengthening grassroots women’s 

organisations can be a very powerful tool for achieving these objectives. There is evidence 

that local women’s groups respond positively to environmental protection and are active in 

sustaining their traditional livelihood. Strong and empowered women’s organisations can 

therefore be effective for facilitating local climate change adaptation. Yet, capacity building 

is important to ensure their continued involvement. This can be achieved through training, 

information sharing, awareness raising and by providing the necessary instruments for 

disaster preparedness.  

Fourth, it is important to utilise the strength, resources and influence of local 

government bodies. Local governments are powerful bodies that are responsible for local 

level developmental activities, local infrastructure development and socio-economic 

development, which ensures local people’s safety and wellbeing. They are supported by 

separate budget allocation and autonomy to undertake these activities. Therefore, the current 

initiatives of local government institutions such as the Women’s Development Forum (see 

Chapter 5.2) can be used as a potential space for introducing gender responsive local 

adaptation projects and programs. Women’s participation in local government has opened the 

avenue for women to utilise the space for development. A comprehensive Women’s 

Development Action Plan can be developed where CCA and DRR are incorporated as 
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priority issues at the local level. This local action plan needs to be prepared through a 

participatory process where equal participation should be ensured from every section of the 

society. In this process women can identify their problems and can develop programs 

accordingly. This initiative could help achieve more sustainable climate change management 

in the long run. 

Fifth, cooperation and coordination between government and NGOs is important for 

sustainable and successful adaptation practices. NGOs are always a vital partner for 

development in Bangladesh. It is also the case that the NGO sector is more advanced in 

implementing gender- sensitive programs and their contributions are significant in 

empowering and increasing the mobility of rural women. However, there is still a lack of 

trust and mutual respect between the sectors which creates non-cooperation in many cases. 

Collectively all levels of government need to acknowledge and to value the important 

contributions made by the NGOs towards sustainable adaption practices. This is particularly 

important for a resource limited country like Bangladesh. 

Finally, women and men need to confront the deeply rooted patriarchy within the social 

structure of Bangladesh. Social and cultural gender stereotypes are some of the main barriers 

for ensuring gender equality. A continuing process and appropriate efforts are required to 

change existing gender power relations. A significant improvement in prevalent gender 

relations can be brought about by giving more attention to ensuring strategic gender needs — 

changing gender relations rather than practical gender needs or immediate needs as discussed 

in Chapter 5.4 Incorporating gender and disaster issues in the education curriculum can be 

another way of changing traditional notions of women and climate change-related issues. The 

inclusion of the gender-differentiated impacts of disaster and climate change in the 

educational curriculum can enhance attitudinal changes in future generations and will bring 

long-term opportunities for implementing gender responsive adaptation processes.  

Scope and Need for Further Research  

My study has revealed important elements of women’s adaptive capacity in the field of 

climate change adaptation in Bangladesh. Further research in this field would highlight other 

important and invisible dimensions of women’s roles and contributions. There is scope for 

conducting detailed feminist research and anthropological studies, particularly on women’s 

indigenous coping strategies, local coping practices and community-based adaption. Since 

my study only covers four prominent climate change impacted areas, other potential areas 
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could be studied to reveal further dimensions and dynamics of gender and climate change in 

Bangladesh.  

 

In conclusion, the primary strength of my thesis is the contribution and further 

development to the current body of women and climate change literature. My empirical 

findings enhance the existing understanding of the women’s role and place in climate change 

adaptation, and subsequently justify women’s importance in the climate change discourse. 

My thesis highlights an important dimension of climate change adaptation — household level 

resiliency, and provides further scope for the exploration of feminist theories of the 

environment. Furthermore my study reveals a disconnect between policy implementation and 

practice. In addition, it confirms previous findings from global, regional and national 

perspectives, and contributes additional evidence that suggests dynamic gender relations 

should be of critical consideration in the climate change adaptation discourse. My thesis 

explored women’s narratives from both personal and community level experiences covering 

rural and urban contexts. This provided a deeper insight into how women build resilience at a 

household level, and how this resilience transcends to a macro level. Thus, my thesis will 

inspire future studies to consider different dimensions of gender and climate change 

adaptation both from theoretical and empirical perspectives.     
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Appendix A: Information of Key Informants Interview  

Participants 
Number 

 

Position and 
Organisation 

Place 
Interviewed 

Date 

KII.1 Senior officer, Ministry of 
Women and Children Affairs 

Dhaka 03/09/2013 

KII.2 Senior officer, Department of 
Women Affairs 

Dhaka 04/09/2013 

KII.3 Senior officer, Ministry of 
Environment and Forest 

Dhaka 06/11/2013 

KII.4 Senior officer, Comprehensive 
Disaster Management Program 

Dhaka 09/11/2013 

KII.5 Senior officer, Comprehensive 
Disaster Management Program 

Dhaka 09/11/2013 

KII.6 Senior officer, Climate Change 
Cell 

Dhaka 10/11/2013 

KII.7 Academic and gender and 
climate change expert  

Dhaka 10/11/2013 

KII.8 Academic and gender and 
climate change expert 

Dhaka 14/12/2013 

KII.9 Senior staff, International 
Organization  

Dhaka 17/12/2013 

KII.10 International Expert Dhaka 18/12/2013 
KII.11 Senior Stuff, UNDP Dhaka 19/12/2013 
KII.12 Country Manager, RNGO Dhaka 19/12/2013 
KII.13 Senior staff, National level 

Climate Change Research 
Organization 

Dhaka  

KII.14 Environment Activist Dhaka 22/12/2013 
KII.15 Senior Staff, UN Women Dhaka 23/12/2013 
KII.16 Senior Staff, Action Aid Dhaka 23/12/2013 
KII.17 Senior Officer, Local 

Government Engineering 
Dhaka 10/11/2014 

KII.18 Senior Officer, CPP Dhaka 12/11/2014 
KII.19 Academic and Local Expert Khulna 16/12/2014 
KII.20 Climate Change and Ecosystem 

expert 
Khulna 16/12/2014 
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Appendix B: Information of Local Level Informants Interview  

Participants 
Number 

 

Position and 
Organisation 

Place 
Interviewed 

Date 

LII.1 CPP Leader Khulna 02/10/2013 
LII.2 UP Chairman Khulna 02/10/2013 
LII.3 Upazila Nirbahi Officer Khulna 21/01/2014 
LII.4 Female UP Member Bagerhat 17/11/2014 
LII.5 DWA officer Bagerhat 18/11/2014 
LII.6 Local Resident Gopalgonj 18/10/2013 
LII.7 Local Resident Gopalgonj 18/10/2013 
LII.8 Agricultural Officer Gopalgonj 19/10/2013 
LII.9 Female UP member Gopalgonj 19/10/2013 
LII.10 Local expert  Gopalgonj 20/10/2013 
LII.11 Project Manager Naogaon 12/09/2013 
LII.12 Project Coordinator Naogaon 12/09/2013 
LII.13  UP Chairman Naogaon 13/09/2013 
LII.14 Female UP member  Naogaon 11/12/2014 
LII.15 DWA officer Naogaon 11/12/2014 
LII.16 ADPC Personnel Dhaka 03/01/2014 
LII.17 Community leader Cox’s Bazar 06/01/2014 
LII.18 Ward Commissioner, 

Cox’s Bazar 
Municipality 

Cox’s Bazar 06/01/2014 

LII.19 Women’s group leader Cox’s Bazar 19/12/2014 
LII.20 Health Organizer, 

Secretary, Gender 
committee, Cox’s 
Bazar Municipality 

Cox’s Bazar 19/12/2014 
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Appendix C: Information of Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 

FGD Number 
 

Type of FGD Place Interviewed Date 

FGD.WG.1 Women Participants Bagerhat (Mongla) 
 

16/11/2014 

FGD.WG.2 Women Participants Khulna ( Chalna) 
 

20/09/2013 

FGD.MG.1 Mixed Participants (male-
female 

Bagerhat(Bajua) 21/09/2013 

FGD.MG.2 Mixed Participants (male-
female) 

Khulna ( Dacop) 20/01/2014 

 
FGD.WG.3 

 
Women Participants 

Naogaon  
( Shapahar, Babupur) 

10/09/2013 

 
FGD.WG.4 

 
Women Participants 

Naogaon  
( Shapahar, Hairpur) 

07/12/2014 

 
FGD.MG.3 

Mixed Participants (male-
female 
 

Naogaon  
( Shapahar, Babupur) 

11/09/2013 

FGD.WG.5 Women Participants  
 

Gopalgonj (Nizra) 16/10/2013 

FGD.MG.4 Mixed Participants (male-
female) 
 

Gopalgonj (Nizra) 15/10/2013 

FGD.WG.6 Women Participants  
 

Cox’s Bazar 
 ( Jadipahar) 

05/01/2014 

FGD.WG.7 Women Participants  
 

Cox’s Bazar 
(Mohazerpara) 

17/12/2014 

FGD.MG.5 Mixed Participants (male-
female) 
 

Cox’s Bazar( Jadipahar) 06/01/2014 
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Appendix D: Information on In-Depth Interviews 

Participants 
Number 

 

Place Interviewed Date 

IDI.1 Bajua, Khulna 01/10/2013 

IDI.2 Dacop, Khulna 20/01/2014 

IDI.3 Mongla 17/11/2014 

IDI.4 Babupur, Shapahar, Naogaon 11/09/2013 

IDI.5 Shapahar, Naogaon 08/12/2014 

IDI.6 Haripur, Shapahar, Naogaon 09/12/2014 

IDI.7 Nijra, Gopalgonj 17/10/2013 

IDI.8 Baharchhara,Cox’s Bazar  6/01/2013 

IDI.9 Jadipahar,Cox’s Bazar 07/01/2014 

IDI.10 Mohazerpara, Cox’s Bazar 20/12/2014 
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Appendix E: Information Sheet   
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Appendix F: Verbal Consent 	  
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Appendix G: Interview Questionnaire (Local level Interview) 

Griffith	  University	  
School	  of	  Governance	  and	  International	  Relations	  

Centre	  for	  Politics	  and	  Public	  Policy	  
	  
	  

	  
(Good	   morning/good	   afternoon/good	   evening.	   This	   is	   a	   PhD	   student	   from	   the	   Centre	   of	  
Politics	  and	  Public	  Policy	  of	  Griffith	  University,	  Australia.	  The	  intention	  of	  this	  questionnaire	  
is	  to	  collect	  information	  on	  climate	  change	  related	  problems	  and	  the	  adaptation	  programs	  in	  
your	  area.	   It	   is	   important	   that	  you	   take	  part,	   so	   that	  correct	   information	  will	  be	  obtained.	  
There	   are	   50	   questions	   in	   this	   questionnaire	   and	   it	   will	   take	   about	   40–50	   minutes	   to	  
complete.	  The	  information	  will	  be	  used	  for	  Academic	  Research	  Only)	  
	  
	  

Name	  of	  the	  Interviewer:	  ……………………………..	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Date:…………………	  
Village	  …………………..UP......................,	  Thana...............................	  Zila.................	  	  
	  
	  
	  
Section	  1:	  The	  general	  information	  about	  the	  respondent	  	  
	  

1.1 Name	  of	  the	  Respondent:	  

1.2 Sex:	  

1.3 Age:	  

1.4 	  Educational	  qualification:	  

1.5 	  Occupation:	  	  

	  
Section	  2:	  Information	  regarding	  locality,	  climate	  and	  livelihoods	  
	  
2.1 How	  many	  years	  are	  you	  living	  here?	  

2.2 What	  are	  the	  people’s	  main	  livelihoods	  of	  this	  area?	  

2.3 Are	  those	  depends	  of	  seasonal	  variability?	  
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2.4 If	  yes,	  how?	  

2.5 	  Have	  you	  been	  noticed	  any	  kind	  of	  climate/environmental	  change	  in	  this	  area?	  

2.6 If	  yes,	  then	  what	  types	  of	  changes	  are	  noticeable?	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  a.	  Environmental	  change	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  b.	  Disaster	  related	  impact	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  c.	  Natural	  resource	  degradation	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  d.	  Crop	  type	  change	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  d.	  Others	  
	  
2.7 What	  kind	  of	  effects	  on	  people’s	  lives	  for	  those	  changes?	  
	  

a.	  
b.	  
c.	  
d.	  

	  
	  
	  
Section	  3:	  Information	  on	  social	  vulnerabilities	  
	  
	  
3.1	  What	  types	  of	  social	  consequences	  for	  those	  change?	  
	  
3.2	  Who	  are	  affected	  mostly?	  
	  
3.3	  What	  are	  the	  problems	  are	  they	  facing?	  
	  
3.4	  Are	  those	  impacts	  different	  to	  men	  and	  women?	  
	  
	  3.5	  If	  yes,	  what	  are	  the	  differences?	  
	  
3.6	  Have	  those	  any	  kind	  of	  household	  level	  impact?	  	  	  
	  
3.7	  What	  are	  those?	  
	  
3.8	  Have	  those	  any	  community	  level	  impact?	  
	  
3.9	  What	  are	  those?	  
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Section	  4:	  Information	  regarding	  household	  and	  community	  level	  coping	  and	  adjustment	  
	  
4.1	  What	  people	  usually	  do	  when	  these	  adverse	  situations	  appear?	  In	  response	  to	  problem	  
with	  	  
	  
a.	  Environmental…………..	  
b.	  Climate	  related……………..	  
c.	  Disaster	  related……..	  
d.	  Natural	  resource	  degradation………..	  
e.	  Others…….	  

	  	  	  
4.2	  What	  are	  the	  household	  level	  responses?	  
	  
4.3	  What	  types	  of	  responses	  come	  from	  community	  or	  local	  level?	  
	  
4.4	  Is	  there	  difference	  between	  women	  and	  men’s	  	  to	  cope	  or	  adjust	  with	  the	  situation?	  
	  
4.5	  If	  yes,	  then	  what	  are	  those?	  	  	  
	  
4.6	  What	  are	  the	  main	  difficulties	  to	  cope	  with	  the	  situation?	  
	  
4.7	  Is	  there	  any	  difference	  between	  women	  and	  men	  to	  deal	  with	  the	  situation?	  
	  
4.8	  Why	  is	  this	  difference?	  
	  
4.9	  Who	  can	  easily	  manage	  the	  problem?	  	  
	  
	  
	  
Section	  5:	  Information	  regarding	  institutional	  responses	  for	  adaptation	  	  
	  	  
5.1	  What	  are	  the	  government’s	  support	  programs	  for	  confronting	  the	  situation	  in	  your	  area?	  
	  
5.2	  From	  when	  it	  has	  been	  started?	  
	  
5.3	  What	  are	  the	  main	  activities	  of	  this	  program?	  
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5.4	  What	  are	  the	  successes	  of	  the	  program?	  
a.	  
b.	  
c.	  
	  
	  
5.5	  Is	  there	  any	  negative	  side	  of	  the	  program?	  	  
a.	  
b.	  
c.	  
	  
5.6	  What	  are	  the	  men’s	  roles	  and	  responsibilities	  in	  this	  program?	  
	  
5.	  7	  What	  are	  the	  women’s	  roles	  and	  responsibilities	  in	  this	  program?	  
	  
5.8	  Do	  you	  feel	  that	  most	  vulnerable	  people’s	  problems	  and	  needs	  are	  addressed	  properly?	  
If	  yes,	  how?	  If	  no,	  why?	  
	  
5.9	  Is	  there	  any	  other	  activity	  other	  than	  government	  programs?	  
	  
5.10	  If	  yes,	  what	  are	  those?	  
	  
5.11	  How	  men	  and	  women	  are	  involved	  in	  these	  programs?	  
	  
5.12.	  What	  programs	  are	  more	  effective	  or	  useful	  for	  solve	  the	  problem?	  
	  
5.13	  	  	  What	  is	  your	  suggestion	  for	  an	  effective	  and	  successful	  adaptation	  program	  for	  your	  
area? 

    
 

Thank	  you	  for	  your	  time	  and	  cooperation.	  
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Appendix H: Interview Guide (Key Informants Interview) 

Griffith	  University	  
School	  of	  Governance	  and	  International	  Relations	  

Centre	  for	  Politics	  and	  Public	  Policy	  
	  

	  
(Good	   morning/good	   afternoon/good	   evening.	   This	   is	   a	   PhD	   student	   from	   the	   Centre	   of	  
Politics	  and	  Public	  Policy	  of	  Griffith	  University,	  Australia.	  The	  intention	  of	  this	  questionnaire	  
is	  to	  collect	  information	  on	  climate	  change	  related	  problems	  and	  the	  adaptation	  programs	  in	  
your	  area.	   It	   is	   important	   that	  you	   take	  part,	   so	   that	  correct	   information	  will	  be	  obtained.	  
There	   are	   25	   questions	   in	   this	   questionnaire	   and	   it	   will	   take	   about	   30–40	   minutes	   to	  
complete.	  The	  information	  will	  be	  	  used	  for	  Academic	  Research	  Only)	  
	  

Name	  of	  the	  Interviewer:	  ……………………………..	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Date:…………………	  
	  
	  
	  
Section	  1:	  The	  general	  information	  about	  the	  respondent	  	  
	  

1.6 Name	  of	  the	  Respondent:	  

1.7 Sex:	  

1.8 Age:	  

1.9 	  Educational	  qualification:	  

1.10 Profession:	  	  

	  
	  
Section	  2:	  Information	  regarding	  professional	  experiences	  
	  
2.1	  How	  many	  years	  have	  you	  been	  involved	  in	  the	  field	  of	  climate	  change	  of	  Bangladesh?	  
	  
2.2	  Would	  you	  please	  share	  some	  experiences	  (both	  positive	  and	  negative)	  regarding	  your	  
working	  field?	  
	  
2.3	  What	  is	  the	  present	  situation	  regarding	  climate	  change	  adaptation	  related	  activities	  in	  
Bangladesh?	  
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Section	  3:	  Information	  regarding	  climate	  change	  issues	  in	  Bangladesh	  
	  
3.1 As	  per	  your	  experiences	  what	  are	  the	  main	  climate	  change	  challenges	  in	  Bangladesh?	  

3.2 Who	  are	  the	  main	  affected	  community,	  section	  or	  groups	  due	  to	  those	  impacts	  and	  
why?	  

3.3 What	  is	  your	  overall	  observation	  on	  the	  adaptation	  programs	  being	  carried	  in	  response	  
to	  climate	  change	  in	  Bangladesh?	  

3.4 How	  will	  you	  evaluate	  the	  government’s	  and	  non-‐government’s	  initiatives	  regarding	  
climate	  change	  policy	  and	  programs?	  

3.5 Do	  you	  feel,	  there	  is	  well	  -‐coordination	  between	  GO	  and	  NGO	  initiatives?	  
	  
Section	  4:	  Information	  on	  women’s	  concern	  in	  climate	  change	  adaptation	  	  
	  
4.1	  Do	  you	  think	  women’s	  issue	  should	  be	  a	  vital	  concern	  in	  climate	  change	  adaptation	  
programs	  and	  policies?	  If,	  yes/no.	  please	  explain.	  
	  
4.2	  What	  areas	  should	  be	  given	  more	  priority	  as	  the	  gender	  differentiated	  needs	  and	  
requirements?	  
	  
4.3	  How	  women’s	  issues	  are	  considered	  in	  present	  program	  and	  policies	  in	  Bangladesh?	  
	  
4.4	  Do	  you	  feel	  that	  women’s	  knowledge	  and	  indigenous	  practices	  are	  acknowledged	  during	  
any	  program	  policy	  formulation?	  
	  
4.5	  Have	  you	  found	  any	  differences	  between	  GO	  and	  NGO	  approaches	  considering	  women’s	  
issues?	  	  
	  
Section	  5:	  Information	  regarding	  gender	  responsive	  policy	  formulation	  and	  
implementation	  
	  
5.1	  What	  should	  be	  the	  specific	  areas	  of	  concern	  for	  a	  gender	  sensitive	  policy	  formulation?	  
	  
5.2	  What	  sectors	  should	  be	  given	  more	  emphasis	  regarding	  gender	  differentiate	  needs?	  
	  
5.3	  What	  are	  the	  main	  gaps	  between	  policy	  and	  practices?	  
	  
5.4	  	  	  Do	  you	  feel	  women	  organizations	  and	  grass	  root	  level	  activism	  can	  	  play	  any	  effective	  
role?	  How?	  
	  
5.5	  	  	  What	  is	  your	  suggestion	  for	  an	  effective	  gender	  responsive	  climate	  change	  adaptation	  
policy? 
	  
Thank	  you	  for	  your	  time	  and	  good	  cooperation.	  
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Appendix I: Ethical Clearance Certificate 
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Appendix J: BCCSAP–2009 
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Appendix K: Climate Change Gender Action Plan 
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Appendix L: Women Development Policy (Relevant Part) 
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Appendix M: Standing Order on Disasters (Relevant Part) 
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Appendix N: Sixth Five Year Plan (2011 –2015) (Relevant Part) 	  
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Appendix O: My Published Article  
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Appendix P: Similarities and differences between the 
participants’ responses to different ideas in different study 
areas: 
 

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

	  
 
 

Theme Site 1: Cyclone 
prone area 

Site 2: Drought 
prone area 

Site 3: Landslides 
affected area 

Site 4: Flood 
prone area 

Perception of 
climate change  

 

High High Moderate Low Low 
Medium 

Low 

 Relation 
between CC 
and increase 
disasters 

Agree Agree Agree Agree Agree 
Disagree 

 Gender 
differentiated 
vulnerabilities 

Fully Agree Agree Moderately 
Agree 

Agree Moderately 
Agree Moderately 

Agree 
Disagree 

Gender power 
relations  within 
households and 
at community 
level 

Agree Agree Agree Agree Agree 

Disagree 

 Importance of 
women’s role 
in disaster 
management 

Highly 
Acknowledged 

Highly 
Acknowledged 

Acknowledged Acknowledged Acknowledged 

Moderately 
Acknowledged 

Not 
Acknowledged 

 Women’s 
inclusiveness in 
adaptation 
programs 

Satisfactory Not satisfactory Satisfactory Not satisfactory Satisfactory 
Not 

satisfactory 

 Effectiveness 
of GO and 
NGO 
interventions 

GO GO NGO NGO GO 
NGO 

8. Need for 
gender 
responsive 
programs and 
policies  

Agree Agree Agree Agree Agree 
Disagree 


