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INTRODUCTION

“Granary of every home in Bengal is full of paddy,
ponds of every home is full of fishes,

byres of every home are full of cows,

but the golden days are over”.

- An old Bangladeshi saying

In Bangladesh, a country whose geography boasts mostly of floodplains, and which is less than 5 meters above sea level, there was a time when people living
in these areas knew how to live in and with floods. A cyclical pattern of floods meant that communities most vulnerable to floods could prepare in advance
to face them. Over the past few years, the incidence of floods has increased and become erratic. This disruption of the cyclic nature of floods has introduced
uncertainty into the lives of communities, and to that extent has amplified their vulnerability. This change is being attributed to anthropogenic interventions
such as dam building in the upstream of the river basins of Ganga and Brahmaputra and also to the changing climate. The latter rules out the return of any
certainty to these flood affected communities.

The land that’s flooded by large river systems including the Brahmaputra — Jamuna river system, plays a game of hide and seek, sometimes emerging above
water, sometimes getting completely or partially inundated, re-emerging somewhere else or maybe not. These sand bars, or accretion of sand in the middle
of rivers are locally called ‘Char’ and are a result of the flow of the river. The communities living in these areas often suffer a loss of land — residential and
agricultural, harvested crops, livestock, and other personal assets. They have to move with whatever they can carry with them and start rebuilding their life
on another Char and hope that it doesn’t disappear in the river.

In such uncertain times, it is important to look at plausible adaptation options that can start to create fissures in the formidable challenge that climate change
presents. In CARIAA’s HI AWARE program that is underway in Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan, a key component is the testing of adaptation options in
these countries. This component brought us to Kaunia in Rangpur district located in the north of Bangladesh- flooded by the mighty Teesta, and particularly
to Char Dhushmara and Char Haibotkha. The photos that follow are an attempt to provide a peek into the lives of the communities living here.



CIEEY

“Bfey (ST S f2(AT ST, (STETT S AT 41,
P O RO AR AW SR |

(2579 FTole FAT (@2 (712 i,

SRR T 59 2@ {41 ”

(STTST AT 9T A (6 T2 T6feTe ST AF1RM)

FRACTT, FASfde qGt AT FEGGH e AT 5T IRTE@CE AFRT FTER TS (@ A6 FOET SHE 77 a6 Wy fRE@w@W, I4
AR FAIETe TP NEEAT IVF AR TRIFI Fa©11 I=E@ET AP0 @08 THFF o TFfos IO 20l I 53 F&E T @ @qor a3%
@A S A (FE 3T FE @I IRNEF AFeF TWT AT AT AT HE (T TIGEE AT SIS TS FAE AT RIS
@ el M@ S @FE Ffe 1 W IrEE (37, {56 FEFIRT IR TNF 4@ AH9ed aT@| IOE A9 (@@ AR T4 3F
e @ PEm IE AT TRES TAET TN THIS TN T | IJNF 92 AIRS [E T P Taghite TEarFe ST5d
SAETSI S AfrsTeE N MSR| 93 I Fvod FET ROIE THT FAISENE SO 1 1@ ffFe Fa1 18 97 (R FT ST
ROE STARF AfFTea: AFefde| STIRE AHTSER FEE ISME IWHIGS STETOE AT N FF ST

RS THIA-TAT FARACE HRAQASE TIT 95 TP RRET M A WIS ATeNfo 95 Sofde IHF J&@ JEvgE GE I
93 A FE G (O 3P| @S IS A (S 7 TP foFe@ Fasws [ella 2@ I FHF STeTHT SrHoehd wabd qard ME AR
IEFE PR O 8P| ARY GART NI I AR (CRE NE @, ©R CARFER SAEIBPNET FIT0F s faema I7efet], s@feTs,
ARG S, HIT AR FWHEA; I e I ©R ©IF NINNT FRI-9FET TP TFE e [T 9F 57 (I@ AEF FE AARHO
© A

2F TNF AR (BN SR Tafo SEF MEHE Sy AHI6ET 92 AfSTE 5 HIod NAGH| CARIAA F HI-AWARE SHEH %Y
RN, ©FS, @M 8 AFIET ST HE P FASEMe 55 GFR ACHET AFA FASHFES ©F J@E FA1 98 TT
IR TR (ST PG SO 57 (AT 93 b7 %78 AT G AN S 371 9% o g6 foF1 and aRaehite ke a3k
Farera 8 FAT TET Y7 SFed F(T AFM| @ F5 =fF TFF F77 (68 F@R PE I I o7 Tq@E SFT-IH@" 15fea o
AR




An 8 hour drive from Dhaka to the north takes you to the beautiful countryside of Bangladesh and into Kaunia sub-district, part of Rangpur district. This is not
just a transition from a city to a rural area, it transports you to another era altogether. Narrow streets that were just barely enough for our mini-van welcome
you with a play of light and shadows cast by the bamboo, banana and eucalyptus trees that diligently stand guard on both sides.
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But along with beauty, resides an uncertainty of life and livelihood in this area. The coast on the far side of the water body that is the mighty Teesta river is
essentially just an accretion of sediments that is visible above the river. These accretions are called ‘Char’ (pronounced ‘Chaw-r’) and the thin coast visible
in the photo is called Char Dhusmara.
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In November2016, the river seemed to stretch quite wide and it took us almost half an hour on a wooden boat to cross that stretch.

(A month later, the extent of the river had reduced a lot and cultivation of crops had begun on the newly emerged land. This meant that we spent lesser
time on the boat and almost an hour walking to reach our destination)
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Nearing our destination, signs of river bank erosion were evident. And yet, an entire community is thriving on this piece of revealed land. Here, women,
albeit distracted by our arrival, can be seen preparing an agricultural field. Community ties are strong in Char Dushmara as everyone helps everyone as and

when needed- including in agriculture.
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Women of Kaunia region work very hard for both the society and their family,
but their position is always inferior and their opinions bear little value. Elderly
women, if lucky, are taken care of by their sons or have to beg otherwise.

Clockwise from top right, an elderly woman of Panjarvanga village is relaxing
in her lawn; a housewife in Panjarvanga village is engaged in her daily activity
of cutting fodder for cattle; ‘Nirani’ a traditional tool used in agriculture fields
of northern Bangladesh to nurture crops and harvest crops like potato, radish
etc.
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The agro-climatic conditions are
suitable for growing Potato — which
is among the major crops produced
in these Chars.

Left: Fresh potato harvest lies in the
field in winter of 2016.

Right: Potatoes that had been in
storage and had developed “eyes”
are cut into pieces such that every
piece has one or two eyes for the
new growth to develop.
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Pumpkins (Top) and potatoes (bottom) are cultivated frequently in these eroding char lands of Kaunia.

FIOfIE A3 93 SEWEIT SARE PACT (ST =) I A (e =F) v =W



“I used to be the owner of huge amount of land. | used to be a rich farmer. But, the river took everything from me. | now live with my family in my
father-in-law’s land, without any dignity, without any pride” says this once affluent but ill-fated sharecropper and inhabitant of Char Dhushmara.
Climate change impacts permeate the socio-cultural fabric of these communities.
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Below: Rice grains are put to dry on the ground as fishing nets hang across bamboo bars in a housing compound. Even though it is not an ideal building
material considering temperature in summer months gets really high, tin sheets are commonly used as raw material for building houses as people are able
to carry these with them when floods force them to change their location. Extended families stay mostly in the same compound, with each brother living
separately with his family (as can be seen here). Though it’s not far from the main district, electricity hasn’t reached this area yet. Some use solar panels to
make up for the electricty deficit in the area
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Above: Fishing is one of the major livelihood practices of the region and there are many fisherfolk
families. Many fishermen we interviewed said that the number and diversity of fish have decreased.
They do not get the variety and amount anymore as they used to get even ten years ago. Many of
them are shifting their profession to agriculture and small scale business ventures like grocery and
cycle repair shops. The canals are usually dry during winter and pre-monsoon, making it unsuitable
for fishing.

Left: A fishing net in the Teesta rests on its bamboo frame as the winter evening progresses.
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A household elevated under a program implemented by RDRS in Char Dhushmara
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Left:An elevated household in Char Haibothkha.

“The RDRS scheme came about 3 years back to this village and
elevated about 1000 households. They also provided tubewells,
livestock and 600 BDT (Bangladeshi Taka, USD 8
approximately) per month for maintenance of the livestock”,
says a resident of this village whose house was elevated under
the scheme. Water does enter her compound and washes
away some of the soil mix used for elevation.

They have to add a layer of it to the compound floor every year.
Some houses have tried lining the raised earth foundation with
plastic as seen on the left, much to their chagrin.
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Right: The toilet outside the same resident’s house stands
precariously on the edge of the elevated land, next to the pit
from where the earth for the foundation was dug out.
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The harvested crops are packed into sacks (as seen above) and stored on stilted shelves made of wood or bamboo. This inhouse “granary” is useful especially
during floods in the Kaunia region.
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Rice grains as seen on the wooden floor of the boat. Boats become
an essential part of transportation since the Char is surrounded by
water on all sides. It is a river island in many ways.
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Our red substitute boat arrives when our original boat broke down while
crossing the Teesta to go back.
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A farfner washs grss to feed his ca'Etle. Graés from?allow land and
hay from paddy cultivation are main source of fodder for cattle.
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Freshly harvested Green Chillies in Char Dhushmara.
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