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Abstract 

Over 40 years (I)/ NGOs together with the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) have been working to build the 
capacity of population at risk to cope with natural disasters. From a response rationale to preparedness one, 
(I)/NGOs together with the GoB struggled to integrate adaptation frame into Disaster Risk Reduction program. 
Those initial steps were mainly lead by a top down approach. 

Bangladesh usually pointed as the most vulnerable country in the world, has a long history of different frame of 
actions and practices toward building both community and individual resilience. Structural poverty and low 
good governance mechanisms are just some of the factors that jeopardize the gains of development project in 
general in Bangladesh. Donors and (I)/NGO play major roles by shaping not only the national discourse but as 
well by leading the practices and the methodology that needs to be used at the field. Within couple of years, 
community based approach has been largely adopted by different institutions as being the right way to deliver 
intervention that aims at reducing the vulnerability and the enhancing the resilience. It is in this context that this 
paper offers an insight on how DRR and adaptation is translated at the field level. Through an emic perspective 
this research aims at confronting the realities of the practices of DRR/ Adaptation by (I)/NGOs to the discourse 
that they communicate.  

Key words: Climate change adaptation, Bangladesh, disaster risk reduction, poverty and vulnerability, 
community based approach, DIPECHO V, DRR vs Adaptation  

1. Introduction:  

Global disaster risks are predominantly focused on poorer countries with relatively weak government system 
[1]. In 2009, the UNSDR Global Assessment on Disaster Risk Reduction has stated: “The most intensive risk is 
found in a very small portion of the earth’s surface. Just three countries – Bangladesh, China and India, each 
heavily populated – account for 75% of the mortality risk from floods” [1] (p1).  
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Among the three countries, Bangladesh is the most vulnerable countries to natural disasters due to its unique 
geographical vulnerability, sensitivity, population density and poorer national preparation to mitigate various 
climate and environmental risk factors. About 30-70% of the country’s land is flooded every year; tropical 
cyclones hit the coastal areas making way for tidal surge, salt-water intrusion, and destruction of households. 
Since the devastating cyclone in 1991, two other cyclones Sidr and Aila severely damaged the country’s 
economy along with hundreds of thousands of people standing without food, shelter and medication [2]. Other 
extensive risks include those related to the sea level raising; changing pattern of season and temperature 
anomalies with frequent tropical cyclones, prolonged droughts and increased regional earthquake risks 
reinforced many of the baseline stresses challenge the sustainable development of the country and jeopardize the 
fragile gains of poverty alleviation programs. The societal exposure to such risks is further intensified by 
Bangladesh’s high population density, poverty and poor livelihood condition, poor water-sanitation facilities 
and lack of healthcare benefits amongst others [3]. Thus the poor and marginalized groups are facing multiple 
and diverse challenges while coping with natural disasters in Bangladesh. There are ongoing discourses on what 
should be the coping mechanism during disasters [3], but without involving local communities and integrating it 
with the on-going development programs, disaster risk reduction is restricted being a just a tool amongst other.  

Over the past forty years in Bangladesh, people have learnt methods for reducing the impacts of disasters at both 
community and individual levels under different disaster preparedness and response programs initiated by the 
government and NGOs. This community based approach was based upon the common understanding among 
both donors and humanitarian agencies that during a disaster it is the community who acts as the first 
respondents, helping each other in whichever way possible to lessen death and destruction.  In another hand (I) 
NGOs and NGOs usually provide technical expertise and funding. DIPECHO (Disaster Preparedness European 
Commission Humanitarian aid and Civil Protection) has been funding, since 2012, several international NGOs 
in Bangladesh.  

This article is based on DIPECHO run activities under the DIPECHO V plan in community mobilization for 
disaster risk reduction, with a research leads by CSD in 2010 with a critical analysis on the sustainability of their 
projects in the context of Bangladesh.                 

Nevertheless, over the last decades, the government of Bangladesh has been active in providing normative 
support, which includes developing national policy frameworks and capacities of the country towards climate 
change and natural disasters. Bangladesh is now one of the first countries, which finalized the National 
Adaptation Programme of Action [4], and the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan [5]. These 
two cardinal documents aim at enabling national capacities towards climate change adaptation. Moreover, the 
country’s second revised National Strategy for Accelerated Poverty Reduction (NSAPR II, 2009-2011) 
integrated poverty alleviation as a national priority in climate change adaptation. In practice, such integration 
can be achieved through poor-focused management strategy, by prioritizing adaptation and disaster risk 
reduction, and adequate provision for local and international funding.        

2. Methodology                                                                                                   

In terms of poor socio-economic condition, disaster vulnerability, regularity of disaster occurrences and disaster 
management interventions undertaken by DIPECHO partner’s working areas; five different communities were 
selected as the study areas of Bangladesh. To best represent the differential vulnerability of the rural and urban 
people: four areas were selected from rural while one from urban communities: 

Some parameters are listed below which have been considered while outlining the checklist: Moreover, while 
focusing on the issues pertaining to sustainable volunteer management system, the following questions were 
given due considerations:  

a) How does the volunteer management system integrate with the entire disaster management system? 
b) What coordination plan can be developed to avoid redundancy? 
c) What are the processes to be followed to identify volunteer resources? 
d) What are the measures to be taken to channel volunteers to avoid unsafe conditions? 
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e) How can the volunteers be processed for formal assignments? 
f) How are volunteers with recognized response organizations managed differently (and similarly) to 

spontaneous volunteers? 
g) How are response needs and skills prioritized to move quickly through the system? 
h) What kind/amount of resources is needed to screen, assign, and manage volunteers? 
i) As volunteer commitment/interest changes, how does the system react?  
j) How is demobilisation from response and remobilization to recovery related to volunteers’ addresses? 
k) What post-disaster volunteer follow-up is indicated? 

 

 

Map 1: Selected areas for the study 

 

 
The research was done based on both qualitative and quantitative data. For qualitative data, 4 following tools 
have been developed.  

 

 

1. Goalondo, Rajbari (flood 
and riverbank erosion 
prone) 

2. Sadar, Barguna (cyclone 
prone) 

3. Pathorghata, Barguna 
(cyclone prone) 

4. Bera, Pabna  (flood and 
riverbank erosion prone) 

5. City corporation of Sylhet 
(earthquake prone) 
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Table 1: Sample Distribution 

Data Collection Tool(s) Number 
KII (Key Informant Interview) for children 16 
KII for DIPECHO managers   10 
KII for adults 150 
FGDs 50 

 

The quantitative data is based on a Knowledge Attitude and Practice (KAP) survey. For this survey, the total 
sample was 301 persons including children, elderly and persons with disability. Multistage cluster sampling 
method was followed to make a reasonable distribution of samples into five different study areas. This method 
helps to maintain the probability proportionate to the size of population [6]. This means that the greater the 
number of population in a particular district is, the bigger the ration of sample size.    
 
3. Findings and Discussion: Community mobilization faces decline of indigenous knowledge; poverty; 
and, lack of local partnership.   

This section presents the survey findings and also some interpretations based on KII interviews. The entire 
discussion is mainly based on the community’s perceptions on DRR projects and activities.    

3.1. Lack of integration of Indigenous knowledge as coping mechanism in disasters management programs: 

All throughout history, humans have adapted to natural climatic variations and changing weather patterns and 
thus, the knowledge of local adaptation has been embedded in the social fabric of any geographically specific 
community [7]. Many of current academics argue that such indigenous knowledge is resilient to the effects of 
climate change such as extreme environmental events including natural disasters, and provides an important 
source for baseline information for researchers and the scientific community. Communities are not homogenous 
across the world [7]. Climate change impacts do not affect each community in the same way as others. Many of 
the communities are unparallel in terms of cultural sensitivity, ethnicity, gender, class, geo-political factors like 
access to natural resources and also climate variables [8]. On the other adaptation, for example, the rain calendar 
in Malawi, seasonal analysis chart hand, due to the geo-social differentiations, communities have their own 
knowledge regarding in West Bengal amongst many others [8].  

Conversely, due to the absence of proper documentation and records, the memories of older people in the 
communities are often the only existing source of climate change trend or local adaptation in the past [8]. 
Incorporation of such indigenous knowledge provides a platform for arranging coping mechanisms from the 
past practices along with a unique source of local environmental expertise that is gathered through generations 
of experience and practices [9], although all of these do not necessarily address solutions to future challenges of 
climate change [7]. However, incorporation of indigenous knowledge from local to expert perspectives is still 
widely absent, whereas valuing indigenous coping mechanism in adaptation is being accepted more as formality 
[10,11] rather than being integrated in the long term implementation process. Hence, the participatory approach 
to reduce vulnerability and disaster risk is yet to materialize, especially in the field of Bangladesh [12].   

Our research shows that about 26% of the people studied are still dependent on indigenous knowledge as a 
coping mechanism during any natural disaster. However, in KIIs and FGDs, it has been revealed that indigenous 
knowledge is not systematically recorded or documented by any government or non-government organization, 
rather these practices exist more in people’s words and tales, mostly told by few elderly people of the villages. 
For example, in the North (in Pabna district), some elderly persons interviewed said that they recall their 
previous generation planting trees surrounding the house yard which makes a tree-fence to defend the house 
from storms, and then, they used to tie (fix) the pillars of house with those stronger trees to strengthen the house 
columns [13]. In contrast, while interviewing the youth in the same community, they hardly could mention such 
practices.  
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It seems that there is a gap in transferring knowledge from the older to the younger generations in the 
communities studied in Bangladesh. The main source of knowledge from the youth lies on the school access and 
the awareness campaign of the GoB and the NGOs that intervene in the field of disaster risk reduction. The 
centralisation and uniformisation of the knowledge at school related to climate and environmental science 
hardly incorporate indigenous knowledge. There is a little literature available on indigenous knowledge in 
Bangladesh. Even the practitioners described such indigenous knowledge as not well documented. Debates go 
on regarding what is the real number of beneficiaries between the direct one and indirect one and what is the 
real impact in terms of behavioural changes [13]. 

In this study, KAP survey shows that about 26% of the people in community still depend on indigenous 
knowledge to cope with natural disasters, especially in rural areas where NGO intervention has not been reached 
that much. Hence, the role of indigenous knowledge as a coping mechanism for natural disasters is still very 
important in different areas of Bangladesh, having the potential to save about a quarter of the people’s life in the 
vulnerable communities. 

 

Figure 1: Coping strategy during natural disasters  

 

Looking to the program of DIPECHO partners we can say that the integration of indigenous knowledge is 
minimal and insufficient which can be explained by the short duration of the immersion phase of a project. 
DIPECHO projects have spent as an average only 2% of the whole project duration to assess local knowledge 
and needs during the inception period [13].  It is commonly understood that people who are still highly 
dependent on natural resources or whose livelihood income depends on it have a higher level of awareness 
regarding disasters and better knowledge on how to be prepared and how to respond. People who have built a 
close relationship with the land where they live have a better understanding and therefore a better ability to cope 
with disasters and catastrophes.  

Such ‘rapidness’ during project inception substantiates the absence of necessary time allocation in designing the 
DRR projects to integrate local needs and existing practices, although some participative methods such as 
mapping are being used by community mobilizers. Literature review show that the DIPECHO initiated DRR 
activities for the community, involves training modules and practices, many of which have been developed, or, 
already implemented in some other countries of the world. In DIPECHO projects in Bangladesh, for example, 
the community’s primary response as expected is to join the DRR related courtyard meetings, mock drill and 
some other mobilization programs during the project intervention. When the local people attend these classes 
and training sessions it precariously alters their faith on the existing indigenous knowledge that the community 
have practiced so far. As a result, the community’s confidence on their own valuable knowledge decreases.  

It was observed that there is a low level of community self-assurance about their ability to contribute actively in 
the process of disaster risk reduction in Bangladesh. Focus group discussions further revealed that the 
community did not feel that their indigenous knowledge is useful for designing projects. While asking how the 
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community thinks that they have contributed in past disaster risk reduction activities apart from just providing 
physical labour, only 19% of the responded have said that they have provided geographical information about 
their area [13]. Figure 2 offers an illustration of this response.  

Figure 2: People’s contribution to the relief providing organizations 

 

Within this study, no participant mentioned that the NGO representatives asked them about the existing 
practices or local knowledge related to DRR within their locality during the project inception. Only 19% of 
respondents have said that they have provided information about the area, which mostly involves social 
mapping, or ordinary response to any baseline survey by Community Based Organizations (CBO). In addition, 
the highest percentage (i.e. 79%) of the respondents said that they have contributed by giving physical labour 
during any project lifecycle. Physical labours have been necessary for rehabilitating roads, embankments, dams, 
cleaning of pond after flood or cyclone and for other emergency purposes. In multiple response to the question, 
almost 57% of respondents said that they are giving time to NGOs, which is mainly their participation or 
attendance in community meetings to know about DRR, health and maternal health care.    

In short, the community surveyed do not feel empowered in terms of having confidence to participate actively in 
DRR, neither are they taking over the practices of DRR in the long term, when a DRR project is over. The only 
way they are comfortable to become involved is under the instruction of external organizations (NGOs), where 
the community will offer their physical labour (in figure 3). In contrast, records show that the community 
mobilization has a greater success and solidarity in the 1970s. Evidence shows that in 1970s, the Bangladesh 
Red Crescent Society and the government have successfully conducted cyclone preparedness programs, that 
successfully warned, evacuated and sheltered millions of people from cyclone since the inception of the projects 
in the early 70s [14]. In the 1991 cyclone rehabilitation, the community development approach has been 
observed to be functioning in the long term rehabilitation and development of communities in the Southern 
Bangladesh. Although there are some criticisms arguing that some of the NGOs’ DRR activities had 
‘vagueness’ in proposals in clarifying how the community development groups or some credit programs have 
been organized [15] the spirit of community mobilization and vigorous volunteerism have achieved greater 
recognition in saving lives and property of coastal people since the inception of programs in early 70s (such as 
RCS,2009)[16].        
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Figure 3: Future Contribution in disaster risk reduction 

 

3.2 Monetary benefit as the major motivation to join a community based organization 

Climate change and poverty are critically connected which reciprocally determine the issues of a community’s 
vulnerability to a natural disaster [17]. Mostly the poorest are the hardest hit by natural disasters. Therefore 
vulnerability reduction to such disasters cannot be understood only in terms of people’s exposure to disasters but 
should also include  people’s ability to participate in community mobilization activities, voluntary work, and the 
capacity (both  finalcial and institutional) for recovery from the damages caused by natural disasters [17]. 
Wealthy nations, on the other hand, are more resilient to some natural disasters than poorer countries since they 
have the ability to afford the cost of climate change adaptation [18]. It is also recognized that disaster risk is 
directly related to vulnerability, poverty and scarcity of resources [17,18,19,20,21]. People in the community in 
response, resist and recover the consequences of a disaster through the assets that they can mobilize to recover 
the damages [22] which is deficient in poorer countries. In a study conducted on the community vulnerability 
and adaptive coping mechanism to floods in the South East Bangladesh- where people are vulnerable to 
seasonal floods, [23] found that the most flood prone residents besides the river Meghna, are living without any 
flood protection and coping mechanism. Brouwer and his associates show that households having lower income 
and low access to useful natural resources are having the most frequent exposure to the risk of flooding. 
Moreover, “disparity in income and asset distribution at community level furthermore tends to be higher at 
higher risk exposure levels, implying that individually vulnerable households are also collectively more 
vulnerable” [23] (p 313). Ironically, the communities that face higher risk of a disaster are least prepared, both 
before and after a natural disaster occurs.    
       
According to the UNDP Human Development Index (HDI), Bangladesh is one of the lowest ranked countries of 
the world. Even the country’s position within South Asia is below the regional average, where vulnerability 
driven by poverty is very high.     

Bangladesh's HDI is 0.500, which gives the country a rank of 146 out of 187 countries with 
comparable data. The HDI of South Asia as a region increased from 0.356 in 1980 to 0.548 
today, placing Bangladesh below the regional average. The HDI trends tell an important 
story both at the national and regional level and highlight the very large gaps in well-being 
and life chances that continue to divide our interconnected world [24]. 
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Despite a number of ministries are involved, there is no national policy which integrates social protection and 
safety net programs which is based on a comprehensive vulnerability mapping [25]. Often, the nature and 
procedure of many safety net programs “change with the change of government” [26]. Many of the safety net 
programs also suffer from lack of coordination among different programs and safety net providers. Budget 
allocation is ‘ad-hoc’ and often given as ‘block allocations’. Consequently, about 16 million (10%) of the 
country population live in extreme poverty,  4.5 million are completely landless and also suffer from extreme 
livelihood challenges like unemployment, health issues and higher mortality rates, lack of access to education 
and many other problems [24,26,27,28]. With the present livelihood situation, it is a challenge to include 
people’s involvement in climate change adaptation programs, especially activities which are not directly 
benefiting the people financially. The assumption is that the greatest challenge that the poorest of the 
communities face is to meet their basic needs and improve existing income condition, whereas the regular 
disaster risk reduction activities may appear to be an additional factor and commitment.            

In this study, attempts were made to know about people’s motive for joining  Community Based Organizations 
which facilitate community mobilization for disaster risk reduction. About 23% of the people in the community 
studied are somehow involved in relief providing organizations. They have been asked about the reasons for 
joining these organizations. Their answers are diversified: 

 

Figure 4: Reason for working with relief providing organizations 

 

 [Note: For this answer, we have accepted multiple answers from a single respondent]  
Among these smaller percentage of people (i.e. 23% of total sampled participants) who have at least once joined 
a relief providing organization, almost 86% of respondents answered that it was with the hope of monetary 
benefit, that is, they might receive financial incentives while working with such organizations. About 14% of 
those respondents have said that it was a ‘sense of social responsibilities’ - for which they have worked for any 
relief providing organization.  Again, almost 10% and 7% of respondents have said that they have worked for 
such organizations because they wanted to support their community during crisis, and they wanted to ensure 
distribution of relief in any future disaster, respectively. Only 1% of those people said that they have worked for 
those organizations to get social recognition.      

The spirit of voluntary contribution is fairly missing in the studied DIPECHO intervention areas, whereas the 
expectation for monetary benefit is dominant. Indeed, to most of the people studied, the main reason for joining 
any community based organization is the anticipation of financial support. One can argue that either CBOs are 
somewhat lacking in promoting proper voluntary spirit in intervention area or the community is not willing to 
offer free work any longer. Our argument here is that if ‘free’ voluntarism does not sustain with people’s poor 
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livelihood condition, community mobilization may be at its demise among the population who are financially 
underprivileged, unless initiatives are taken to improve their financial condition [13].   

This study’s FGD and KII explain that poverty is the crisis they face everyday whereas the DRR activities are 
additional factors to the community, given that appearance of a disaster is more unpredictable and more 
‘occasional’ compared to the daily shortcomings in livelihood. Though people have acknowledged the 
importance of disaster preparedness, the urgency for improving livelihood regularly drives the community to 
find better income sources. This is the reason why, the community studied have mentioned that their main 
reason for joining CBO was to receive monetary support from NGOs (figure 4) rather than acquiring disaster 
preparedness training and skills.   

3.3 Low linkage with local authorities at the immersion and consolidation phase 
 

Evidence show that the countries which are signatory to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCC) include national level participation in mitigation and adaptation strategy. However they are 
not clear about the role of local authorities in adaptation [29]. In least development countries (LDCs) such as 
Bangladesh, the National Adaptation Programmes of Action to Climate Change (NAPAs) provides national 
priorities for adaptation to climate change, where involvement at the local level is identified [30]. However, it 
hardly identifies the roles and activities to involve lower tire institutions while implementing priority actions to 
climate change adaptation (UNDP, 2010). Hence, much is planned and talked about but little has been done yet 
to involve local government in climate change adaptation actions. Local government has the ability to 
incorporate intervention initiatives, especially when specific knowledge and stakeholder participation is 
necessary [30]. Local government in the Asia Pacific context are familiar with the concept of ecosystem and 
their involvement in livelihood [30]. It is also very important to recognize that people at the local level are 
connected with the governance system, by ways of conflict resolution, land distribution, and resource allocation 
or mobilization. Without serious initiatives to actively involve the local government to adaptation programs, it is 
also unlikely that the local government will participate in DRR and other adaptation initiatives.  Moreover, lack 
of involvement of the local government will create tension between the people and the local power structure. 
This is because the assumption is that, if the local government such as the chairman and the UP (union 
parishad) members are not actively participating in DRR activities, they might not cooperate with it, especially 
after the consolidation face of the program.         

In the survey areas for this study, a number of DRR projects have been implemented, many of which are short 
lived, not more than 16 months. In most of the cases, project implementation phase receives the largest period of 
time and attention.  

KAP survey, Focus group discussions, KII show that usually people go to the local government such as the 
chairman, UP leaders if they face any major problems, for example, if there is any land related dispute in the 
community. Usually the local leaders solve these problems.   

About 43% of the people interviewed said that they go to UP (union parishad) members, 38% of respondents 
have said that they go to local leaders for solution, 9% of respondents have said that they go to religious leaders, 
7% of the respondents said that they go to the local elderly people, about 2% of respondents said that they go to 
NGO workers to find any solution, and only 1% of respondents have said that they access Upazila officials.  

Data also supports the statement of the previous paragraph that in many DIPECHO intervention areas, normally 
people prefer to go to the local government representatives to solve any local problem.  However, the local 
government and traditional institutions (such as the rural assembly) as the main social institutions are not 
actively involved in the activities conducted by DIPECHO partners [13]. Since people intentionally go to the 
local government and social institutions, without involving such institutions, community mobilization will 
remain incomplete in many circumstances.      
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Figure 5: Different individuals to whom the community approach for solutions 

 

  

4. Conclusion  

In summary, climate change should be included in every driver of poverty, instead of pursuing unaccompanied 
DRR volunteerism in the poor communities. It is now an obvious fact that climate change adaptation should be 
an integrated approach where DRR is a part of it. In such integration, other important part should come with 
CCA like the improvement of livelihood and increased access to the basic utility services. Without improving 
livelihood conditions with particular focus on local income generation and meeting basic daily needs, the DRR 
activities are not being well accepted in the community. For medium to long term sustainability of any  
intervention on DRR, mobilization activities must be integrated in the mainstream livelihood development and 
poverty alleviation programs [31,32]. 
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