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Abstract 
 
Bangladesh is one of the world’s poorest countrie s and is prone to a multitude of 
climate-related impacts such as floods, droughts, tropical cyclones and storm surges. 
The vulnerability of people living in the coastal zone has been demonstrated in 
numerous studies and is emphasised in the recent Third Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2001). The subsiding coastal 
zone in Bangladesh is particularly vulnerable as it is affected by more than twice the 
mean predicted global rate of sea- level rise. The consequences are saltwater intrusion 
into surface and groundwater systems, drainage congestion and water logging, and 
changes in morphodynamic processes resulting in increased riverbank erosion. In 
addition, sea- level rise has the potential to make cyclones and coastal inundation even 
more damaging than they are today.  
 
The cyclones of 1991, 1994  and 1998 have created great awareness of the need and 
opportunities to prepare for cyclones and to reduce vulnerability. The prospect of 
climate change and sea- level rise increases the need to prepare for cyclones, whilst 
the development of an international climate adaptation regime increases the 
opportunities to do so. The Government of Bangladesh (GoB), together with 
development funding partners such as the World Bank, UNDP and others, has 
embarked on preparing its Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) as well as its 
National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA). Both the PRSP and the NAPA 
are likely to become key national planning documents, which will inform and guide 
investments in the coming years. 
 
Civil society organisations have made major contributions to poverty alleviation and 
disaster reduction in Bangladesh. However, despite the wealth of information 
available and the initiatives being taken by both the GoB and civil society 
organisations, effective adaptation, aimed at protecting vulnerable households and 
livelihoods in exposed coastal communities, is constrained by the limited exchange of 
information between and within the GoB and civil society organisations. There is 
clearly a disconnect between, on the one hand, the widely declared need to start 
planning for adaptation at local, regional and national levels and, on the other hand, 
the knowledge base available at these levels to support such planning.  
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Underlying this disconnect are a) a lack of information at the local level about the 
potential risks of climate change and about national and international approaches and 
policies to reduce these risks; and b) a lack of information at the national and 
international level about local vulnerabilities, adaptation needs and development 
opportunities. Focusing on Bangladesh’s coastal zone, a project is being developed 
that aims to support and advance adaptation to climate change and its mainstreaming 
into development activities by: 
 
· Enabling non-governmental organisations from the grassroots to the national level 

to work together in producing and sharing knowledge, insights and know-how; 
· Producing and disseminating comprehensive and updated information on local 

and household level vulnerabilities to climate change; 
· Developing a long-term vision towards establishing an effective and efficient 

dialogue between civil society organisations and the Government of Bangladesh 
on adaptation and development. 

 
Key words 
 
tropical cyclones, sea- level rise, community vulnerability, civil society, adaptation, 
mainstreaming, coastal planning, policy development, climate change, Bangladesh.  
 
Introduction 
 
Bangladesh (Figure 1) has a long history of severe impacts from climate-related 
hazards such as floods, droughts, tropical cyclones and storm surges. Despite the fact 
that the lives and livelihoods of the people living in the low-lying coastal areas and 
the islands (chars) in rivers and estuaries are frequently threatened by flooding and 
tropical cyclones, the fertile alluvial land is used intensively for agriculture which 
provides the main stake of the country’s economy. With a population of more than 
135 million in 2002, Bangladesh is one of the most populated countries in the world 
(World Bank, 2003). In the Ganges delta the population density exceeds 600 persons 
per km2 (Pachauri, 1992). Bangladesh is also one of the least developed countries and 
poverty is widespread with 34 % of the people living below the national poverty line 
(World Bank 2003). Other indicators of low socio-economic development include a 
large rural population (74 %), a low life expectancy (62 years), a high illiteracy rate 
(59 %), and high infant mortality (52 per 1000 live births) (all numbers 1996-2002 
averages, World Bank, 2003). Given these socio-economic circumstances and the 
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high frequency of occurrence of natural disasters many communities lack the 
resources to cope with current climate variability and extreme events in a preventive 
way.  
 
Bangladesh experienced 30 cyclones from 1961 to 1998 (Banglapedia: National 
Encyclopedia of Bangladesh) and seven major floods from 1974 to 1998 (Matin, 
1998). The most devastating natural disasters affecting Bangladesh in recent history 
are the cyclones of 1970, 1991, 1997 and 1998 and the floods of 1998. In November 
1970 Bangladesh experienced the greatest tropical cyclone disaster last century when 
winds of up to 220 kmh-1 coupled with a 10 m high storm surge killed up to 500,000 
people (IFRC, 2002). Almost 140,000 people died and about 11 million people were 
affected as a result of a cyclone in April 1991. The cyclone with wind speeds of more 
than 220 kmh-1 and a storm generated tidal surge in excess of 6 m devastated the 
coastal area southeast of Dhaka,  destroyed 800,000 homes rendering millions of 
people homeless, and caused damage in excess of US$ 1.5 billion (Haider et al., 
1991; IFRC, 2002). More than 2.5 million people were evacuated during five 
cyclones in 1991 (IFRC, 2002). In May 1997, a cyclone with winds of over 230 kmh-

1 and a tidal surge of up to 4.5 m claimed almost 200 lives and one million people 
were evacuated into cyclone shelters. In November 1998 cyclone 07B crossed the 
Sundarban-Barisal coast and about 100,000 people in southern Bangladesh were 
evacuated to cyclone shelters and concrete buildings. The associated tidal wave was 
up to 3 m high and temporarily flooded large areas of low-lying land (BBC, 1998). 
The flood of 1998 is considered to be one of the worst natural disasters experienced 
by the country in the 20th century. About 68 percent of the country’s geographical 
area was flooded, affecting more than 30 million people and causing 918 fatalities 
(Choudhury 1998). Economic losses were estimated at US$ 3.3 billion, equivalent to 
8 percent of the  country’s GDP (Choudhury et al. 1999). Nicholls et al. (1995) 
estimate that 42 percent of the nearly 1.9 million cyclone-related deaths in the past 
two centuries have occurred in Bangladesh. 
 
The potential impacts of climate change on Bangladesh 
 
Whilst Bangladeshi communities are struggling to cope with current climatic 
conditions and the impacts of extreme climatic events on livelihoods and food 
security, the country is considered to be one of the most vulnerable countries to 
climate change. It is geographically exposed to a multitude of adverse impacts of 
climate change because of its location in the tropics in the delta of three of the 
world’s biggest rivers and its flat low lying deltaic topography. At the same time, the 
country has low adaptive capacity because it is extremely poor. This vulnerability has 
been documented in many studies (e.g. ADB, 1994; Ali, 1996, 1999; IPCC TAR, 
2001; Kauscher et al., 1996; Rijsberman and van Velzen, 1996; Warrick and Ahmad, 
1996; World Bank, 2000).  
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Figure 1: Map of Bangladesh (copyright CARE Bangladesh). 
 
Large-scale subsidence of coastal areas combined with climate change induced sea 
level rise results in a relative rise in sea level which is more than twice the predicted 
global rate. Das and Radhakrishna (1991) documented a rise in mean sea level in the 
Bay of Bengal of 2.5 mm per year since the 1950s. An additional increase of 15 to 38 
cm is expected by 2050 (Kumar et al., 2002). Without the protection of low-lying 
coastal areas elevated sea levels could  lead to large-scale intrusion of salt water into 
surface and groundwater systems. This could have serious implications for drinking 
water supplies and food production. Sea level rise may also result in drainage 
congestion and water logging in the delta during high flow periods in the three major 
rivers. Finally, changes in the flow dynamics as a result of sea level rise could result 
in the erosion of river and estuary banks. The worst case scenario is the permanent 
displacement of people from the coast. Assuming a population of 1995 and no 
adaptation Nicholls et al. (1995) estimated that a one metre rise in sea level could 
displace as many as 15 million people. A more recent estimate by UNEP/GRID-
Arendal (2001) puts the number of displaced people at 17 million (15 percent of the 
population) for a rise in sea level of 1.5 m (Figure 2). Some studies have suggested 
the possibility of an increase in the intensity and frequency as well as changes in the 
paths of tropical cyclones in the Bay of Bengal as a result of increasing sea surface 
temperatures, but this is disputed by others (cf. Ali and Chowdhury, 1997; 
Emmanuel, 1988; ADB, 1994; Houghton et al., 1990; Bhaskar, 1997; Shuckla et al., 
2002). Even though these processes are not well understood, cyclone-induced storm 
surges are likely to be more destructive in the future due to the elevated sea level. 
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Figure 2: Potential impact of sea level rise on Bangladesh (Source: UNEP/GRID-
Arendal, 2001). 

 
The poor are particularly vulnerable to climate change 
 
According to the IPCC’s Third Assessment Report  (IPCC, 2001), developing 
countries are expected to suffer the most from the negative impacts of climate 
change. This is because climate-sensitive sectors such as agriculture and fisheries are 
economically particularly important and because these countries have limited human, 
institutional, and financial capacity to anticipate and respond to the direct and indirect 
effects of climate change. Many sectors providing basic livelihood services to the 
poor are not able to cope even with today’s climate variability and stresses (Sperling, 
2003). The frequent occurrence of extreme weather events such as the floods and 
tropical cyclones in Bangladesh can set back development in the country for decades. 
Many developing countries are already experiencing increasing stresses from climate 
variability and extremes and will do so increasingly in the future as climate change 
progresses (Sperling, 2003). 
 
The adaptive capacity of affected poor communities and countries to climate change 
clearly needs to be increased but it is important to acknowledge that the impacts of 
climate change on people’s lives and livelihoods will vary greatly depending on their 
existing vulnerabilities. For many people in developing countries climate change is 
not at the forefront of their concerns but rather one of many factors which keeps them 
in poverty. Vulnerability to climate change is determined by geographic location; 
economic, social, and cultural characteristics; prioritisation and concerns of 
individuals, households, and social groups; as well as institutional and political 
constraints (Sperling, 2003). So far much research has focused on investigating 
changes in the hydro-meteorological processes, identifying the locations particularly 
at risk, and on characterising and quantifying the impacts (e.g. changes in the 
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frequency and intensity of tropical cyclones, max depth and extent of floodwater 
inundation, number of people at risk, etc.). Relatively few efforts have been made to 
understand the social and institutional factors which lead to the differential 
vulnerability of certain groups of people  to negative climate change impacts. 
Thomalla and Schmuck (2004) examined the role of governmental organisations and 
NGOs in developing comprehensive disaster-preparedness programmes after the 
1999 Orissa cyclone. They found that at community- level hazard awareness was high 
and that many of the lessons learnt in 1999 were put into practice during a cyclone in 
2002. At the state level, however, government-NGO collaboration remains 
problematic. Howell (2001) and Schmuck (2002) found that in Bangladesh the 
landless migrants inhabiting the offshore chars are particularly vulnerable to floods 
and cyclones due to their highly exposed location, extreme poverty and social 
margialisation. There are also gender differences: often women are particularly 
vulnerable to natural hazards because of their traditional roles and responsibilities in 
the household  and because of cultural factors (Cannon, 2002; Howell, 2001; Miller 
and Lindskog, in progress; Schmuck, 2003).     
 
The Role of civil society in reducing vulnerability to climate change 
 
Bangladesh is a democratic country with a healthy civil society in which many NGOs 
have made major positive contributions to poverty alleviation and the development of 
rural and urban communities, and are therefore an important sector for adaptation to 
climate change. Today about 10,000 non-governmental organisations (NGOs) operate 
in the country (Huq, 2004, pers. comm.). Bangladesh has some of the worlds largest 
NGOs (Rahman, 2002), such as BRAC (formerly known as Bangladesh Rural 
Advancement Committee) which has more than 45,000 employees and which has 
nationwide capacity and coverage. Many more local NGOs provide a multitude of 
services such as micro credit, social mobilisation, health, literacy and education, 
sanitation, water, agriculture, forestry, fisheries, disaster management, and advisory 
technical and consultancy services (Rahman, 2002). In recent years a number of 
networks of NGOs have been established in various sectors. Examples are the 
Coalition of Environmental NGOs (CEN) which has over 100 member NGOs 
working on environment-related issues and the Network for Information, Response 
and Preparedness Activities on Disaster (NIRAPAD). NIRAPAD was founded in 
1997 and current ly has 21 members.  Its objective is to assist  in creating sustainable 
organisational capabilities of member organisations in preparing themselves and their 
community to face disaster (www.nirapad.org). 
 
Box 1 summarises the most important initiatives undertaken in Bangladesh to-date to 
protect people from the impacts of climate-related disasters such as cyclones and 
flooding. The timeline reflects the evolution of approaches from top-down structural 
protection measures such as the construction of concrete cyclone shelters and flood 
embankments in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s to the initiation of more community-
based approaches by the Red Cross (Box 2) and other civil society organisations. 
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1960s Start construction of cyclone shelters  
1970s  Initiation of the Cyclone Preparedness Programme (CPP) by the International Federation 

of Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), the Bangladesh Red Crescent Society 
(BDRCS) and the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) 

1986-1994  Construction of 30 cyclone shelters by various Re d Cross societies and the German Bank 
for Reconstruction (KfW) 

1989 Bangladesh Flood Action Plan (FAP) 
1993  Creation of the Disaster Management Bureau (DMB) 
1996-2002  German Red Cross/Bangladesh Red Crescent Community Based Disaster Preparedness 

Programme (CBDPP) 
1997  Creation of the Network for Information, Response and Preparedness Activities on 

Disaster (NIRAPAD) 
2003-2005  Capacity strengthening of the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) for Adaptation to 

Climate Change (CLACC) 
2002-2005  Reducing Vulnerability to Climate Change (RVCC) Project 
2003  Creation of a Comprehensive Disaster Management Programme (CDMP) with funding 

from UNDP and DFID 
2003 Interim Poverty Reduction Paper (PRSP) for Bangladesh 
2004-2005  Formulation of the Bangladesh Programme of Action for Adaptation to Climate Change 

(NAPA ) 

Box 1: Timeline of important initiatives to reduce vulnerability to climate-related 
hazards. 
 
Following the devastating 1988 floods, the Bangladesh Flood Action Plan (FAP), a 
large-scale international effort financed by the World Bank and fourteen donor 
nations which proposed the construction of several thousand kilometers of flood 
embankments along Bangladesh’s three major rivers, was implemented in 1990. The 
plan was widely criticised for its high cost, the displacement of millions of people, 
the damage to inland fisheries through the disruption of fish migration paths, its 
failure to protect from extreme cyclone- induced tidal surges, and  its lack of 
understanding or disregard of the beneficiary effects of monsoon floods for rural 
agriculture (Brammer, 1993; Farooque, 1993; Moberg and Olsson, 2003). The plan 
did also not specifically address the potential impacts of climate change on 
Bangladesh. Whilst the effectiveness of the FAP was yet again questioned in 1998 
when tens of millions of people lost their homes during another major flood, some 
argue that the experiences from the FAP have resulted in the establishment of a 
holistic National Water Policy and a National Water Management Plan (Moberg and 
Olsson, 2003). 
 
During the 1990s there was a major shift in the approach to hazard management and 
efforts got underway by many NGOs to move from providing post-disaster relief and 
humanitarian aid to a more preventive approach to hazard management by trying to 
increase the ability of local communities to prepare for and cope with natural hazards 
and to reduce the longer-term impacts on their livelihoods. Civil society organisations 
have also played an important role in strengthening the disaster management 
capabilities at the district and village levels. The Disaster Management Bureau 
(DMB) was established in 1993 under the Ministry of Disaster Management and 
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Relief of the Government of Bangladesh with funding by UNDP, UNICEF and 
DFID. Working closely with NGOs, the DMB aims to reduce the loss of lives and 
property and to achieve self-reliance and sustainable development by collecting 
hazard-related data, developing disaster preparedness plans, conducting hazard 
awareness training programmes, and coordinat ing disaste r management activities. 
 

The Bangladesh Red Crescent Community Based Disaster Preparedness Programme 1996-2002  

After the 1991 cyclone a study by the Bangladesh Red Crescent Society and other organisations 
revealed that 90% of its victims were women and children and that despite the existence of some 
cyclone shelters, many people were not aware of their purpose or didn't feel it was safe to take refuge 
in them. In response to these findings the German Red Cross in 1996 initiated the Community Based 
Disaster Preparedness Programme (CBDPP) in Cox's Bazar District with the objective to improve the 
communities’ self-help capacities. The programme was implemented by the Bangladesh Red Crescent 
together with communities living around 30 cyclone shelters along the most vulnerable points of the 
Bangladesh coastline. The shelters were constructed between 1986 and 1994 by various Red Cross 
societies and the German Bank for Reconstruction (KfW). To ensure active participation of all sectors 
of the community, gender specific micro groups with 15 to 25 members each were formed. Each of 
these groups elects one representative to be a member of the Village Disaster Preparedness Committee 
(VDPC), which is responsible for the use and maintenance of the cyclone shelters. The committee also 
conducts a range of disaster preparedness activities before, during and after the cyclone season. Each 
shelter also has a committee of 21 members, 11 male and 10 female. The CBDPP particularly aims to 
reduce the impact of cyclones on women and children and to empower them in their every day lives by 
paying special attention to them through group training sessions on disaster preparedness, leadership, 
reproductive health, nursery management techniques as well as small scale entrepreneurship such as 
chicken breeding. In 2002, the German Red Cross officially handed over responsibility for these 
activities to the Bangladesh Red Crescent Society and the local communities themselves.   

 

Figure 3: Left: Bangladeshi family in front of their destroyed bamboo house (photo by the Bangladesh Red Crescent Society, 
BDRCS). Right: Concrete cyclone shelter (photo by German Red Cross). 

 
Box 2: The Bangladesh Red Crescent Community Based Disaster Preparedness 
Programme (Source: Schmuck, 2002; 2003). 
 
The recent cyclones of 1991 and 1998 have created great awareness of the need and 
opportunities to prepare for cyclones and to reduce vulnerability in the long-term. 
The prospect of climate change and sea-level rise increases the need to prepare for 
cyclones, whilst the development of an international climate adaptation regime 
increases the opportunities to do so. The urgency to prepare for climate change has 
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led to a number of large projects in Bangladesh during the last three years. The 
CLACC project (Capacity strengthening of the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) 
for Adaptation to Climate Change) was initiated in 2002 and aims  to strengthen the 
capacity of civil society in LDCs to adapt to climate change, to enhance adaptive 
capacity among the most vulnerable groups, and to integrate adaptation to climate 
change into the work of key non-government institutions. The RVCC project 
(Reducing Vulnerability to Climate Change) is a 3-year project initiated in 2002 
which works at four levels (household, community, institutional and national) to raise 
awareness to climate change, to adapt to environmental changes that could be 
exacerbated by climate change, and to influence relevant policy (see Box 3 for more 
details). A Comprehensive Disaster Management Programme (CDMP) was created in 
2003 by the GoB and UNDP. Additional funding from DFID is specifically targeted 
to help Bangladesh cope with shocks resulting from climate change by supporting 
research, developing vulnerability reduction activities, and provid ing assistance to 
strengthen communities’ abilities to cope with disasters (UNDP, 2003).  
 
Reducing Vulnerability to Climate Change (RVCC) Project 2002 to 2005 
 
The Reducing Vulnerability to Climate Change (RVCC) Project is the first initiative of its kind in 
Bangladesh. It is a 3-year project running from January 2002 to March 2005, funded by the Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA) and being implemented by CARE Bangladesh. The RVCC 
Project is working in six districts in southwestern Bangladesh through partnerships with local 
organizations and communities. The project goal is to increase the capacity of Bangladeshi 
communities in the southwest to adapt to the adverse effects of climate change. The Project has been 
designed to assist Bangladesh, a non -Annex 1 country, to adapt to the impacts of adverse climate 
change via the promotion of sustainable development and the building of local-level capacity to 
advocate on climate change issues. The project is working with communities and institutions to raise 
awareness on climate change, adapt to environmental changes that could be exacerbated by climate 
change, and influence relevant policy. 
 
The project is working at four levels: 
 
Household Level: The project is improving the capacity of 4,300 vulnerable households to adapt to 
climate change impacts by making them aware of new livelihood strategies, using a group-based 
approach. Staff belonging to 9 local partner organizations and 2 research organizations are training and 
supporting these households. Some of the alternative livelihood strategies being promoted include: 
hydroponics using water hyacinth as the base for the floating garden; crab fattening; reed cultivation 
and mat making; saline-tolerant non-rice crops; and, rainwater-harvesting systems. 
 
Community Level: The project is training local partner organizations to work with 14 Union Parishads 
(lowest tier of elected government) and community leaders to increase their awareness of climate 
change impacts and to develop and implement community-level adaptation strategies, i.e., canal 
excavation to reduce waterlogging, raising of embankment to prevent intrusion of saline tidal water; 
pond-sand-filter for safe drinking water; and, construction of a new cyclone shelter. 
 
Institutional Level: The project is supporting the capacity building of six local organizations in four 
areas: 
• Collection and dissemination of information related to climate change, including publication of 

regular newsletters and a climate change information package written in easy-to-understand 
language, for use by partner organizations and journalists. 
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• Advocacy on salinity and its impact on potable water - the most critical climate change-related 
vulnerability context identified by participants in a vulnerability assessment conducted by the 
project. 

• Awareness campaigns on climate change issues. A flipchart has been developed with over 50 
pictures, illustrating the causes and effects of climate change and possible adaptation strategies, for 
use by local NGOs when working with their beneficiaries. A local organization is performing 
climate change-focused pot songs (traditional folk song) and drama shows. Posters and a series of 
radio programs will be developed, focusing on proven adaptation strategies. Local journalists are 
participating in field visits and writing articles for the national and regional newspapers. Eco-clubs 
are conducting awareness sessions on climate change at the village level. 

• An 8-session module on climate change has been developed (including a flipchart, easy-to-read book 
and teacher's handbook) and will be implemented within selected secondary schools starting in 
March 2004, by school teachers that have received training on the impacts of climate change and 
potential adaptation strategies. 

 
National Level: The project will be advocating with national-level stakeholders to increase awareness 
of local climate change implications and local people's needs, focusing on lack of potable water due to 
salinity. 
 
Box 3: Reducing Vulnerability to Climate Change (RVCC) (CARE, 2004; RVCC, 
2002; 2004). 
 
Recent planning developments at the national and international levels 
 
In 2003 the GoB, together with development funding partners such as the World 
Bank, UNDP and others, embarked on preparing the country’s Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Paper (PRSP) (IMF, 2003). PRSPs describe a country's macroeconomic, 
structural and social policies and programmes to promote growth and reduce poverty, 
and identify external financing needs. Because climate change impacts add additional 
stress to the existing vulnerabilities of the poor in terms of their livelihood security, 
health and economic opportunities, climate change may seriously threaten the 
realisation of the Millennium Developments Goals (MDGs). Policies aimed at 
reducing the impacts of climate change therefore clearly need to be integrated with 
development and poverty reduction strategies (Huq and Khan, 2003; Klein et al, 
2004; Smit et al, 2001). This year Bangladesh has also started with the preparations 
for the development of its National Adaptation Plan of Action (NAPA).  NAPAs are 
undertaken for each of the World’s Least Developed Countries (LDC) under the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Funding for 
this process is provided by the UNFCCC’s Least Developed Countries Fund. The 
GoB is currently implementing the project “Formulation of the Bangladesh 
Programme of Action for Adaptation to Climate Change (NAPA) with financial 
support from Global Environment Facility (GEF) through United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP). The Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies 
(BCAS), one of Bangladesh’s leading non-governmental policy, research and 
implementation institutes, is a member of the steering committee and is provid ing 
significant technical input to this report with regard to water, coastal area, natural 
disasters and health, and industry and infrastructure. Both the PRSP and the NAPA 
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are likely to become key national planning documents, which will inform and guide 
investments in the coming years. It is important that the voices and concerns of the 
poor, particularly the most vulnerable groups in the country, are fed into the PRSP 
and NAPA processes. 
 
Need for greater information exchange between the GoB and NGOs  
 
Even though the NGO sector is in principle controlled by the GoB, and NGOs and the 
GoB have similar development objectives, collaboration between them is not well 
developed, although there is a growing recognition that the public, private and NGO 
sectors should make a concerted effort to improve collaboration. There exists a 
disconnect between, on the one hand, the widely declared need to start planning for 
adaptation at local, regional and national levels and, on the other hand, the knowledge 
base available at these levels to support such planning. This disconnect is based on 
two issues: The first is a lack of information at the local level about the potential risks 
of climate change and about national and international approaches and policies to 
reduce these risks. The second is a lack of information at the national and 
international level about local vulnerabilities, adaptation needs and development 
opportunities. These two types of information deficit are not due to the non-existence 
of the relevant information. There is a wealth of information available, but for a 
variety of reasons relevant actors are either unaware of it, do not have access to it or 
cannot use it in the form in which it is made available. There is a mismatch between 
the information that is available, both at the local level and at the national and 
international level, and the information that is required at each level to engage 
successfully in adaptation to climate change and its mainstreaming in development 
activities. To address these information deficits, it will be necessary to produce 
relevant information, raise awareness and build capacity, and develop mechanisms to 
ensure an effective exchange of information from grassroots levels to national and 
international policymaking and vice versa.  
 
Building civil society alliances to support adaptation mainstreaming 
 
An international consortium consisting of the Stockholm Environment Institute, the 
Natural Resources Institute at the University of Greenwich, the International Institute 
for Environment and Development, the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact 
Research, The World Conservation Union (IUCN), CARE Bangladesh, and the 
Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies is currently developing a project which 
aims to support and advance adaptation to climate change and its mainstreaming into 
development activities in Bangladesh. It is envisaged that these goals will be 
achieved by enabling NGOs from the grassroots to the national level to work together 
in producing and sharing knowledge, insights and know-how; produc ing and 
disseminating comprehensive and updated information on climate change; and 
develop ing a long-term NGO vision towards establishing an effective and efficient 
dialogue with the GoB on adaptation and development. 
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The two main components of the proposed study are awareness raising and capacity 
building and the development of mechanisms which will ensure a more effective 
exchange of information. Awareness raising and capacity building activities will 
target NGOs, vulnerable coastal communities and schools and will include the 
conducting of training and dissemination workshops; the publication of scientific and 
technical information in a form that is clear, straightforward and connects to people’s 
daily lives; and the setting up of school programmes. These activities will enhance 
the knowledge base of key actors in the process of local adaptation and 
mainstreaming into development activities.  
 
The second component will create the conditions for non-governmental organisations 
to build an alliance that can complement and contribute to the governmental and 
intergovernmental processes currently shaping adaptation and mainstreaming in 
Bangladesh. This will involve the creation of a shared strategy towards adaptation 
and mainstreaming; the establishment of one or several offices from where alliance 
activities will be co-ordinated and results will be disseminated; and the development 
of online tools for communication, training and networking. 
 
Local and national needs inventory 
 
One of the most fundamental aspects of adaptation to climate change is the capacity 
of the people who rely mainly on farming for their livelihoods to alter their activities. 
This might include choosing different crop varieties and cropping patterns and 
making use of livestock opportunities. These choices are constrained by a number of 
other factors such as the availability of fodder, crop residues and appropriate 
construction materials. An inventory of existing knowledge and practice of the 
potential for livelihood adaptation will be conducted in conjunction with local NGOs 
and other relevant institutions. The object ive is to gain a better understanding of local 
knowledge and resources available for the adaptation of livelihoods, since this forms 
the core of people’s income and nutritional needs. This will be compared with 
evaluations done in conjunction with local NGOs and institutions at local and 
national level of the food security needs of different regions of the country under 
different climate scenarios. In this way, an assessment of the mismatch between 
information at the different levels can be made, and a method by which NGOs can 
assist in bridging that gap and highlighting the components of rural livelihoods that 
need increased support can be developed. A further key aspect of climate change 
adaptation will be the resilience of st ructures such as homes, schools and other public 
buildings to the increased hazard risk. The project will provide the basis for matching 
local knowledge and needs assessment with national-level information and budget 
expectations. This will enable localities to identify the degree that local livelihoods 
(which are likely to be increasingly badly affected by coastal hazards) will or will not 
be able to permit the poor to improve their home structures to be wind and flood 
resistant, and the extent that local authorities will be able to protect schools and other 
public buildings. 
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The work will be conducted by means of a sample participatory assessment in a 
number of zilla in three relevant coastal districts, in conjunction with the relevant 
local NGOs. Local livelihoods will be assessed and the extent to which local farmers, 
fishermen and other groups have the capacity for adaptive processes will be 
evaluated. This will include an assessment of existing degrees of flexibility in 
livelihood activities (e.g. varieties of staples planted, cropping patterns) and other 
measures of adaptation. In addition to the direct assessment of livelihood adaptability, 
a further survey will evaluate the degree to which existing knowledge and practices 
can enable the rural poor to adapt to hazard threats under conditions of climate 
change. This will be done especially in areas of drinking water supply, sanitation 
arrangements, home structures and resilience to wind and flood, and the potential for 
adaptation of public buildings and  significant employers to wind and flood damage. 
This action is dependent on a participatory approach in order to obtain direct and 
relevant data from local people in a representative sample of communities. The 
assumption is that relevant knowledge is available, but that it has not been adequately 
collected in relation to hazards and climate adaptation. Relevant local NGOs can 
provide a trusted and relatively focused and experienced access to that information, 
and are well positioned to maintain and replicate that approach in other areas. 
 
Conclusions 
 
As late as the early 1990s, climate change was still generally considered a future 
challenge that could be managed by taking timely action towards reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions (i.e., mitigation). However, it has since become clear that 
no mitigation effort, however rigorous, is going to prevent climate change from 
happening in the next few decades. It is therefore increasingly evident that, in 
addition to policies aimed at mitigation, it is also now necessary to encourage the 
development of policies focused on adaptation to the effects of climate change. 
Reflecting a growing international recognition of the need to support adaptation 
strategies, the signatories to the UNFCCC agreed in 2001 to set up three funds to 
support adaptation initiatives in developing countries. One of these so-called 
“Marrakech Funds” is aimed specifically at supporting National Adaptation 
Programmes of Action (NAPAs) in the least developed countries (LDCs). These 
NAPAs provide a vehicle by which LDCs can communicate priority activities that 
address their immediate needs and concerns relating to adaptation to climate change. 
 
In view of the apparent mismatch in Bangladesh between the information available 
and the information required at different scales, there is a concern that the NAPAs 
may not be able to fully consider local knowledge and local priorities regarding 
climate variability and change due to limited time and resources. In addition, given 
the climate policy context within which the NAPAs are being prepared, opportunities 
for mainstreaming adaptation to climate change into development activities may be 
limited. This consortium has been created to address this mismatch and to ensure that 
opportunities are not missed by providing a structure within which NGOs working on 
different spatial scales can exchange information, and where international 
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organisations such as the Red Cross and IUCN can feed local knowledge, insights 
and know-how produced by grassroots NGOs into the national and international 
policy debates on adaptation to climate change. In addition, the efforts proposed in 
this paper will focus strongly on awareness raising and capacity building of NGOs 
and the GoB, thus enabling and empowering them to develop and impleme nt 
effective adaptation approaches. 
 
It is expected that the NAPA for Bangladesh will identify adaptation priorities which 
will get further funding from the LDC Fund and  other UNFCCC Funds such as the 
Special Climate Change Fund. Investments in adaptation to climate change in the 
country are likely to occur for many years to come. The proposed project will ensure 
that such investments are better informed from the perspective of the most vulnerable 
groups and communities. In specific structural terms it is expected that the 
consortium will become a member of the inter-governmental committee on 
Adaptation to Climate Change (or a similar structure that is likely to be created for 
the NAPA implementation). This will ensure long-term inputs of the voices of the 
most vulnerable groups in national planning on adaptation to climate change. With 
respect to the larger development planning programme through the PRSP process, 
this consortium will seek to have a similar inputs into the national planning process. 
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