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CHAPTER 2: ENVIRONMENT, POLITICAL ECONOMIES, AND 

LIVELIHOOD CHANGE 

wØZxq Aa¨vq| evsjv‡`‡ki cwi‡ek, ivR‰bwZK A_©bxwZ Ges RxebhvÎvi cwieZ©b 

Brooke A. Ackerly, Mujibul Anam and Jonathan Gilligan | eªæK AvKwj©, gywReyj Avbvg, 
†Rvbv_b wMwjMvb 

 
evsjv‡`‡ki `wÿY-cwðgvÂ‡ji ivR‰bwZK A_©bxwZ Ges Rxeb-RxweKvq ga¨g Í̄‡ii cwieZ©bmgyn 
ch©v‡jvPbv Ki‡j GKwU welq ¯úó nq ‡h, cÖvK„wZK cwi‡e‡k Rjevqy cwieZ©‡bi cÖfve †evSvi Rb¨ 
Avgv‡`i Aek¨B cwi‡ek I cwi‡e‡ki mv‡_ RwoZ ivR‰bwZK A_©bxwZi MwZkxjZv m¤ú‡K© ¯”̂Q aviYv 
_vKv cÖ‡qvRb| G‡`‡ki cÖvK„wZK cwieZ©b ej‡Z mgy`ªc„‡ôi D”PZv e„w×, gvÎvwZwi³ jebv³Zv Ges 
mvB‡K¬v‡bi cÖMvoZv e„w× G¸‡jv‡Z eySv‡bv †h‡Z cv‡i| ÿwZMȪ Í GjvKvi cÖvK…wZK cwi‡e‡k ga¨g ¯Í‡ii 
ivR‰bwZK A_©bxwZ gvby‡li Av‡qi Drm I Rxeb RxweKvq ÿwZKi cÖfve iv‡L Ges djkÖæwZ‡Z Zv‡`i 
GB cwiewZ©Z cÖvK…wZK cwi‡e‡ki mv‡_ Lvc LvB‡q †bqvi mvg_©̈ I cÖfvweZ nq| GB M‡elYvq M‡elKMY 
AšÍe©Z©x ivR‰bwZK A_©bxwZ‡K ch©‡eÿY K‡i‡Qb Ges hvi djvdj ¯îƒc †`‡L‡Qb †h, AšÍe©Z©xKvjxb 
ivR‰bwZK A_©bxwZ evsjv‡`‡k gvby‡li kÖg ¯’vbvšÍi cwiKíbv‡K Zv‡`i Rxeb-RxweKvi cwiKíbvi mv‡_ 
GKxf~Z K‡i| 

  



CHAPTER 2: ENVIRONMENT, POLITICAL ECONOMIES AND 
LIVELIHOOD CHANGE 

Brooke A. Ackerly1a*, Mujibul Anamb and Jonathan Gilliganc 

 

SUMMARY FOR POLICY MAKERS 

Between the national and household factors, community or “meso-level” changes 
in political economy and livelihoods in southwestern Bangladesh illustrate that in 
order to understand the impacts on people and nations of climate change-related 
environmental changes – changes that are expected to include rising sea level, 
saline inundation, and increased likelihood and intensity of cyclones in Bangla-
desh – we need to understand the dynamics of the built and natural environment 
and the political economies these sustain. Meso-level political economies affect 
the sources of income and livelihood available in distressed environmental condi-
tions, and therefore influence how well the people in them can adapt to changing 
environmental conditions. In this study we have seen the underlying political 
economies whose dynamics, and not slow onset environmental changes or disas-
trous environmental events, are pushing Bangladeshis to incorporate migration 
strategies into their livelihood strategies.  

 
Keywords: climate change, political economy, human-environment coupling, 
scale 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In a statement delivered to the World Meteorological Organization on May 16, 
2011, Sheikh Hasina outlined the ways climate change is impacting Bangladesh:  

"Today, climate change poses a serious challenge to human existence. Among the frontline countries 
confronted by the impacts of climate change, stands Bangladesh. For several decades we have been ex-
periencing the gradual increase, frequency and erratic pattern of floods, river erosion, cyclones, earth-
quake murmurs, tidal bores, encroachment of salinity in the low lying coastal areas due to sea rise, and 
desertification. These natural disasters have been threatening our food, water and health security, biodi-
versity, ecological balance, as well as diminishing livelihood options and income levels."(Hasina 2011) 

Even while climate scientists might dispute the relationship between anthropogen-
ic climate change and the environmental conditions of Bangladesh, there is no 
disputing that Bangladesh is on the “frontline” of climate change. Therefore, 
studying the impact of climate change on people means studying the impacts of 
environmental change on the people of Bangladesh.  

However, climate change is happening on a time scale of decades, with im-
pacts that will persist for tens of thousands of years (Solomon et al. 2009; 
Matthews and Solomon 2013), whereas people deal with most environmental 
conditions on a seasonal scale. Moreover, the changes in the impacts of environ-
mental conditions on people’s lives has a lot to do with social, economic, and po-
litical conditions as well as the engineered or built environments, which have a 
long history and which change at yet other temporal scales – some annually, some 
seasonally, some in response to foreign aid construction projects, some with gen-
erational changes in social norms. Additionally, climate change is often discussed 
at a global scale whereas environmental conditions, including changing climatic 
conditions, are experienced at the level of community. This study addresses the 
mismatch between the scale on which climate change takes place and the scale at 
which it is experienced: the community. 

Although climate change is bringing new environmental pressures or enhanc-
ing existing ones, Bangladeshis have always lived in a dynamic physical envi-
ronment. People have always adapted their livelihoods to environmental opportu-
nities and risks. Sometimes that has been through feats of engineering. Sometimes 
that has meant adopting seasonal migration strategies or long-term migration for 
employment or education for certain family members. In addition, there has been 
a trend of rural to urban migration. Given a background context of reengineering 
and migration for livelihood, it is difficult to assess the relationship between envi-
ronmental change and a change in migrationpatterns. While it may be easy to see 
trends in increased migration following changes in certain aspects of rural life, the 
difference in migration caused by these changes – or caused by climate change – 
cannot be discerned without measures of the differences in the differences of all of 
the relevant variables. 
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Given these dynamics, we had no preexisting hypothesis to test.2 Rather, this 
study is a theory-seeking study designed to identify principle patterns in the rela-
tionship between environmental change and human adaptation. Studying this rela-
tively new area of social change requires applying existing social science tools to 
new questions and bringing together existing methods in new ways. In this article 
we describe meso-level mixed qualitative methods for observation of social, eco-
nomic, political, and engineered conditions to understand the dynamic changes in 
these conditions. Meso-level data are data that speak not to broad “macro” nation-
al or global patterns, nor to “micro” household patterns. Rather meso-level analy-
sis provides insights into the dynamics within and among communities. Analysis 
of multi-sited meso-level data enables us to study how people respond, adapt, and 
bring about change in how they live together. Some meso-level observations can 
be made with a studied eye or with elite interviews. But other aspects of meso-
level dynamics can be observed only with more nuanced qualitative methods, 
which can reveal the complexity of these dynamics. Second, using grounded anal-
ysis of such qualitative data, and triangulating across data sources and methods, 
we use feminist tools of analysis, particularly intersectional analysis to review the 
complexity of forces that effect how we live together, some of which seemingly 
have no direct bearing from climate change or on migration. 

Focused on meso-level processes, we draw on research from the first two 
years of an interdisciplinary and trans-institutional research partnership to reveal 
findings about the dynamics of community-level political economy and the expe-
rience of environmental change. Sited in the southwest of rural Bangladesh, an 
area vulnerable to cyclones and undergoing significant changes in land use, the 
study finds that the relationships between environmental change and migration 
and between environmental change and other livelihood changes (including 
changes in sources of income as well as changes in well-being) are dynamic at the 
community level.  
 

2 This research is part of ISEE Bangladesh, a multi-disciplinary, multi-university (Vanderbilt, 
Columbia, Dhaka, Khulna, and Jahangirnagar) project studying community and regional resil-
ience to environmental change in the coastal Bangladesh. The partnership is funded by the 
U.S. Office of Naval Research. Vanderbilt IRB approval 120454 
(http://www.vanderbilt.edu/ISEEBangladesh/about.php). The data and analysis from this re-
search referenced in this article were collected from 2012 to 2014 using Qualitative Compara-
tive Analysis of forty communities in the southwest of Bangladesh, selected based on their 
vulnerability to cyclones and inadequate fresh water throughout the year. The study includes 
the study of the sedimentology, hydrology, sociology, economics, and politics in historical 
perspective. Additional data collection and analysis is still ongoing. Persons whose efforts 
significantly contributed to the data analyzed in this article include S. Goodbred, L. Wallace, 
J. Ayers, J. Gilligan, “L.” Mujibul Anam, S. Md Saikh Imtiaz, B. Mallick, and A. Carella. 
The research was made possible by Sayed Md Saikh Imtiaz and Md Mujibul Anam leading 
the social research teams, Steve Goodbred leading the collection and analysis of physical sci-
ence data, and Jonathan Gilligan partnering in integrating our analyses. Preliminary research 
by Bina D’Costa, Gouranga Nandy, and Steve Goodbred was essential for site selection and 
the development of a research design that focused on hypothesis generation. 



30 Environment, Migration and Adaptation in Bangladesh 

1. These dynamics are caused by a changing political economy, which is 
both causing and responding to environmental conditions, and not by envi-
ronmental change understood as an exogenous (outside) shock. 

2. These dynamics have an effect not only on incomes, but also on the non-
monetized sources of livelihood. 

3. These dynamics and macro-level factors have contributed to the declining 
reliability of some traditional sources of livelihood and to increased reli-
ance on other sources. 

While certain communities may exhibit dynamics similar to those found in one or 
another community, the generalizable substantive finding of this study is that the 
study of the human adaptive response to environmental, social, and economic 
conditions is contingent. Some of these contingencies such as foreign aid and 
global economic trends are external. Others are internal and have to do with local 
political economies. The generalizable methodological finding is that the study of 
climate change and migration at the scale of being observable through social sci-
ence in our lifetime is a study of contingencies and meso-level dynamics, not just 
broad cross-national patterns.  

While climate change is a global phenomenon, the experience of it is local 
and strongly affected by the local social, economic, political, and engineered envi-
ronment (Parry et al. 2007). More narrowly connected to the theme of this book, 
environmental change mediated by the local social, economic, political, and engi-
neered environment and its effects on livelihood – not the environmental changes 
directly – are the likely sites of influences on migration. Bangladeshis’ livelihoods 
often include sources of income related to seasonal or long-term migration of 
some or many family members, and these sources of income vary by community, 
religion, and region. However, given these dynamics, it is difficult to assess the 
incremental effect on mobility that might be caused even by those environmental 
changes, which people connect to climate change.  

2. METHODS 

Although there are political and expository reasons for focusing on the broad pat-
terns of climate change, the story gets more complex, more interesting, and more 
telling when we disaggregate from the global patterns of insecurity due to poverty 
and climate change, to discuss the changing socio-political economies of particu-
lar communities. This study uses meso-level data where the “meso-level” is the 
community-level. At the community level we can observe the complexity of so-
cial, economic, political, and environmental dynamics. The study uses Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis (QCA) to identify those factors at the community level that 
function in relation to one another.  
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Site: Meso-level and interdisciplinary observations 

Southwestern Bangladesh is a globally relevant site for studying the localized 
ways in which certain global trends are experienced because it is a site of endur-
ing poverty, of anticipated local pressures due to climate change, of the global 
export market for shrimp which might be considered a climate adaptive economic 
strategy, and of vulnerability to seasonal flooding and severe cyclone events 
which are expected to increase. During the decade of advancement toward the 
Millennium Development Goals, the southwest of Bangladesh did not see the 
same improvements that other regions did. Additionally, when countries discuss 
the impacts of climate change globally, they often cite the populations of the low-
lying river delta of Bangladesh as those at the greatest risk of being significantly 
affected. In these two ways the region of southwest Bangladesh is already im-
portant on the global stage. However, as the following discussion shows, much of 
what is relevant for global climate justice about the circumstances of the people 
who live in Bangladesh is not currently being discussed on that same stage. 

In 2010, a small team began researching the dynamics among environmental 
change, human adaptive response, environmental impacts, and human action.3 We 
situated this research in Bangladesh where we had combined decades of experi-
ence and where we understood these dynamics to be pressing matters of human 
and environmental sustainability. The initial research, in the context of teaching a 
class, led us to realize that understanding the physical and social dimensions of 
these dynamics required data at the local scale and data on the broader systemic 
forces of which the local is a part. We began to focus on the southwestern region 
and the external forces influencing its political economy, its human-built infra-
structure, and its nature-constructed environment. In September 2011, an advance 
field team led by Bina D’Costa and guided by Gouranga Nandy revealed the 
complex nature of the underlying political economy. These included changes in 
land use related to shrimping and political activity related to resisting shrimping. 
These also included variability in the national response to the impacts of low-
mortality, high-damage cyclones and the impact the storms and recovery efforts 
had on local economies. Satellite imagery of our region of study before and after a 
major storm (cyclone Aila May 2009) drew us to focus our initial study on a place 
where, affected by the same storm, some communities were able to recover quick-
ly and others were not.  

 

3 This team was led by Brooke Ackerly, Jonathan Gilligan, and Steve Goodbred and, as men-
tioned in the text, began as part of a course in which students from Dhaka University and 
Vanderbilt University participated. 
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Qualitative data 

The findings reported here are from qualitative data collected before the monsoon 
season in 2012 and 2013. The time of year was selected because employment op-
portunities are low and the opportunity cost to a villager of participating in our 
research was low. We studied thirteen sites with varied political economies. The 
communities of study were close enough to each other that we were able to study 
inter-community dynamics as well as intra-community dynamics. All of the 
communities are in the poldered region of southwest of Bangladesh; most of the 
population of these communities lives within those polders, though our study is 
also informed by those living outside of the polders on land that has accrued due 
to the deposits of river sediment. All of the communities were in the path of Aila. 

The definition of “community” was determined using a grounded approach. In 
a qualitative method called a “village transect walk,” at each site, researchers 
walked throughout the community, asking villagers to identify its landmarks, 
boundaries, neighborhoods, fields, water sources, and other infrastructure. We 
used three other qualitative methods designed to provide us with a rich under-
standing of the community dynamics without becoming part of the community 
and deploying more ethnographic methods. The first were key informant inter-
views. Key informants were defined broadly as those with particular knowledge 
of an aspect of village life. We interviewed at least one person experienced in 
each livelihood that community members relied upon in the community, including 
migrants, day laborers, and the unemployed. Key informant interviews generally 
lasted up to an hour and were conducted following an open format.  

We used participatory rapid appraisal methods in three ways: to provide a vil-
lage map, to develop a seasonal calendar for each village, and to map the mobility 
and seasonality of movement of villagers. 

In addition, we supplemented these methods with targeted focus group discus-
sions, usually topically oriented. In each community these included a women’s 
focus group.  

This range of qualitative data enabled us to develop an understanding of the 
social, economic, political, and environmental dynamics of a village from the vil-
lagers’ perspectives, without relying on only a handful of sources.  

Qualitative Comparative Analysis 

Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) is a method that uses more than two cas-
es but too few for statistical analysis in order to identify configurations of factors 
that generate different outcomes. The method is useful when studying processes 
and relationships that are not generally understood. In addition to determining 
what factors are important, QCA helps us determine which are important in rela-
tion to one another. 
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Generalizability to other contexts 

The concern with meso-level analysis and QCA of a small number of sites might 
be that the findings are not generalizable across contexts thereby making it diffi-
cult to draw policy implications. Certainly, there are some community-level find-
ings which are not generalizable, which might in fact be read as particular descrip-
tion. However, as we will see in the discussion of findings, QCA reveals the im-
portance of analyzing local contexts in relation to exogenous shocks or dynamics 
that operate at a larger scale than the given context. This methodological finding is 
very important for the study of the relationship between humans and their envi-
ronments, particularly when the goal is to understand how people survive stresses 
and respond to opportunities coming from outside. 

3. FINDINGS 

The dynamics between humans and their environment in coastal Bangladesh are 
nested contexts of global, regional, and local forces – some of which are human-
led, some of which are environment-led, some of which are events, some of which 
are trends. These dynamics are visible at the meso-level context of study. 

Background of the changing human-altered and nature-altered landscape 

The area of study sits just north of the Sunderbans mangrove forest, the largest 
mangrove forest in the world. The UNESCO World Heritage Site covers parts of 
Bangladesh and the Indian state of West Bengal. It contains valuable natural re-
sources that communities abutting the Sunderbans have relied on for years, in-
cluding crabs, honey, fish, (formerly) wood, and golpata which locals use to build 
their roofs. Use of these resources is controlled by permit. 

The population of the rural southwestern region of Bangladesh (and of the ru-
ral east of West Bengal) has historically adapted to storms and seasonal variation 
in sources of livelihood, smoothing out their consumption, not without hardship, 
but generally without unrest. There have, however, been a couple of economic 
changes and responding social movements that have affected the physical land-
scape and arguably the political landscape.  

People were engaged in seasonal agriculture and fishing. The people had de-
veloped a practice of seasonally building embankments to protect the rice fields 
from excess water in the monsoon and post-monsoon seasons, and from saline 
tidal river water in the dry season. However, for approximately four months out of 
the year, when the tidal water is sweet, but not so voluminous as to inundate the 
fields, they let the sweet river water irrigate and deposit sediment in the fields. 

In the 1960s and 70s, following recommendations from the United Nations, 
and with financing from USAID and ADB, the government built embankments or 
“polders” around the river islands. Poldering is the practice of reclaiming intertid-
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al lands – land along tidal channels that is submerged twice a day by high tides – 
with embankments, following the model of the Netherlands. In the 1950s and 
1960s, upon recommendation by the Krug mission, the East Pakistan Water and 
Power Development Authority (WAPDA) was established and in 1964 it em-
barked upon a massive program of poldering, called the Coastal Embankment 
Project (Islam and Kibria 2006, p. 4). The plan was continued after independence 
by the Bangladesh Water Development Board (BWDB) (Thompson and Sultana 
1996; Ali 2002). Communities still refer to the polders as “WAPDA.” Poldering 
changes the dynamics of tides in the rivers and tidal channels and changes the 
transport, deposition, and erosion of sediment. In the natural landscape, the twice-
daily inundation by tides constantly deposits fresh sediment and builds the land up 
as sea level rises or the underlying land subsides. With permanent embankments, 
this seasonal inundation is prevented, but without the annual supply of sediment, 
the landscape cannot adjust to subsidence or rising seas and may thus end up more 
vulnerable to catastrophic flooding should the embankments breach (which they 
did in 2009 due to cyclone Aila).  

The clay soil of the region has properties that prevent water from seeping 
from the rivers and channels onto the land and, therefore, the land and water in-
side the polder is protected from the brackish (saline) water of the estuary. The 
difference in the height between the land and the rivers is such that people can 
control the flow of water onto the land with sluice gates which, when opened at 
high tide, let water run onto the land and when opened at low tide, let water run 
off the land. Initially, this poldering allowed these islands in an estuary to become 
part of the farmland of the green revolution. Rain catchment in internal canals and 
ponds during the monsoon season enabled people to have the necessary water for 
drinking and irrigation throughout the year, and they grew three seasons of crops. 
At the same time that it produces hazards, poldering also produces opportunities 
to expand agricultural production to land that could not otherwise be cultivated. It 
produces conflict over both control of and responsibility for maintaining and 
managing embankments and sluice gates that control the flow of water into and 
out of the interior.  

Bangladesh has been rice self-sufficient, but growth in gross domestic product 
needs to be fueled by foreign exchange (Zaman 1983). These have been primarily 
remittances from Bangladeshis abroad and exports, primarily the ready-made 
garment sector, but fish and shrimp contribute to exports as well. Through ena-
bling large-scale shrimp agriculture, the polders support the earning of foreign 
exchange and are part not only of disaster prevention but also of development 
initiatives funded by the World Bank and Asian Development Bank. 

Southwestern Bangladesh has been experiencing on-going river migration and 
saltwater intrusion.  This means that some people report that their field used to be 
a river bed, others that the river now covers their family home. These changes 
take place within the living memory of young people. In addition, this is a region 
that experiences seasonal flooding, though the severity varies by year, and occa-
sional cyclones. The communities of this study felt the impact of cyclone Sidr 
(2007) and were severely affected by cyclone Aila. 
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Cyclone Aila (2009) further reduced the range of livelihood options in the re-
gion because agricultural fields were inundated with brackish tidal water from 
failed embankments. As mentioned above, external embankments let in river wa-
ter and the force of the storm and subsequent tidal flows eroded internal embank-
ments as well, making the satellite images of the region reveal tiny lines, which 
were the embankments with water on either side. Because the embankments were 
put in decades ago, the land within the embankments had subsided and, without 
renewal of sediments from seasonal flooding over those decades, was significant-
ly lower than the river or channel, particularly at high tide. Until the embankments 
were rebuilt, people could resume neither agriculture nor aquaculture. The global 
economic crisis reduced government and foreign aid resources, and breaches in 
some of the reconstructed embankments meant that some embankments were still 
being rebuilt in 2012. In some communities affected by Aila land was intertidal 
and, therefore, inundated with salt for more than two years.  

In a poldered context, cyclonic storm surges are one of many factors that 
threaten the integrity of the embankments. Waterlogging is one of many hazards 
that the embankments can both exacerbate and ameliorate, depending on the way 
they are designed and used. By altering the physical landscape, embankments also 
alter the social, economic, and political landscapes by defining the spaces in 
which people will live, travel, farm, and fish; by delineating boundaries between 
communities; and by creating economic and political power relationships sur-
rounding the construction, maintenance, and control of the embankment. 

It is important to emphasize that this does not imply that things would clearly 
have been better if the polders had never been built. Without polders, the entire 
island would most likely have remained intertidal, and thus might not have been 
capable of supporting a large population. The principal danger the polders created 
may have been to attract tens of thousands of people to live on an island that 
might otherwise have been only marginally habitable. Whether the tradeoff of 
increased vulnerability to extreme events, such as Aila, outweighed the benefits of 
decades of productive farming is not our judgment to make. 

Changing political economy 

The agricultural benefits of poldering the landscape persisted for a couple of dec-
ades but by the late 1980s, the region began to develop shrimp aquaculture for 
export. The region of southwestern Bangladesh was attractive for this purpose 
because of the poldering system. Land abutting a canal could be converted to 
shrimp aquaculture by letting in salt water at high tide and draining off the water 
at low tide, thereby making it easy to clean the shrimp ponds (Islam 2006).  

However, this transformation affected different populations differently. For 
some, shrimp production could be quite lucrative. Outsiders sought to lease land 
for shrimp production, often using physical or other intimidation to secure the 
leases and not returning to the land owner the full promised returns. Landowners 
then sought to do the shrimp farming themselves with the goal of securing the 
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returns (which were higher than that for rice) for themselves. Disputes around 
entitlement to land use were not conflict-free, though in the interest of protecting 
our respondents we are not including details. 

Shrimp production also changes the political economy in ways that exacerbate 
inequalities among people in poverty. Shrimp aquaculture is much less labor in-
tensive than rice cultivation. Thus, among people in poverty, shrimp provides em-
ployment for some and forces others to find other sources of livelihood. Those 
displaced may shift to wage labor in the local fishing economy, migrate for sea-
sonal agricultural work or to shrimp processing factories, or designate a family 
member to go for factory work in Khulna or Dhaka for a few years. Some of these 
opportunities existed prior to the growth in shrimping. Both kinds of factory work 
have been supported by growth in these export sectors. 

Non-government organization microcredit institutions have not permeated this 
region. Some operated here prior to Aila. However, even when microcredit was 
available in the region, its terms – requiring immediate weekly repayments – are 
incompatible with the income streams generated by most of the local livelihood 
options, most of which require upfront payment for supplies, a period of labor, 
and then a return. Agriculture, fishing, boatbuilding, honey collecting, and golpata 
collecting all take this form. Additionally, the terms of microcredit programs do 
not favor the borrowing needs in the region, which are seasonal or related to lack 
of work or unexpected family emergencies, such as a health crisis or inadequate 
crop yield. In the rice economy middle class women, who are able to save extra 
rice in their homes, lend rice to families in need. In the shrimp economy, which is 
a cash and credit economy, middle class women do not have such rice on hand, 
meaning that poor families have to resort to more usurious sources.  

The shrimp industry and the fishing economy (except for fishing for domestic 
consumption) have supply chains that do not favor those doing most of the labor. 
Some people work for wages, which are comparable to day wages in other work, 
200 to 250 taka, but there are fewer of these jobs available than are generated by 
rice or cash crop agriculture. Those who collect and sell shrimp fry generally sell 
to middlemen on a per-shrimp basis and earn less than the typical day wage. Most 
shrimp farmers make an upfront investment with which they purchase inputs 
(shrimp fry) from a middleman who then buys the grown shrimp back at a price 
fixed at the time of the loan. These middlemen are often lenders. Because of this 
lending structure, some convert to shrimp farming after some personal event re-
quires that they borrow money. In this system, a shrimp dealer loans money on the 
promise of shrimp production; the need to pay back with interest ties the new 
shrimp farmer to his lender-dealer.    

In these ways the introduction of shrimp causes a shift in the local political 
economy and puts pressure on the more vulnerable in that political economy. 
Those most vulnerable in this context are those who depend on day wages (be-
cause there are fewer day-wage jobs in a shrimp economy than in the rice econo-
my) and those who face a family crisis (because there are few lending options). 

Shrimp impacts the political economy in additional ways that are not directly 
connected to the supply chain for shrimp. Because local rice is less available, fam-
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ilies with some savings send a husband for seasonal employment in rice cultiva-
tion in other parts of Bangladesh, including Gopalgonj, Dumuria, and Norail.  
Paid in rice, these husbands enable their families to have rice even though they 
cannot cultivate rice at home or earn enough money to buy rice. This economic 
pattern means that in certain seasons, poor women are heads of household.  

After Aila, reconstruction projects introduced new day labor opportunities. 

Women were able to take advantage of these. This enabled some families without 
savings to send a husband or son for seasonal agricultural employment, generally 
returning with payment in the form of rice. They also introduced the internal poli-
tics of distributing aid and work opportunities. 

Environment, health and nutrition 

In our context of study, some land use was almost completely devoted to shrimp 
aquaculture during the shrimp season; some communities had more variegated 
land use; others were completely agricultural. With some variation based on geog-
raphy, other income sources include harvesting the resources (honey, crabs, gol-
pata) of the Sunderbans mangrove forests, day fishing, commercial fishing, boat-
building, and day labor.  

While the built and natural environments have an effect on the range of liveli-
hood options, the political economy of these livelihoods also affects the environ-
ment. Further, environmental conditions can affect well-being. 

While it is common to think about “livelihood” as referring to sources of in-
come, in contexts distant from major markets, income alone is not a good proxy 
for well-being. Domestic kitchen gardens can increase nutritional variety at low 
cost. The success of kitchen gardens depends on soil quality, surrounding land use 
and fresh water management. While a large proportion of the people in the com-
munities that do not have shrimp farming are living in apparent poverty, despite 
their poverty, the flora and livestock of their homes and landscape exhibit a wide 
range of fruits and vegetables and more seasons of locally produced food (Datta 
2005). Non-government organizations are supporting this diversification by rein-
troducing appropriate seed varieties. Due to the possibility of kitchen gardens 
even for the nearly landless, access to health and nutrition, including winter vege-
tables like cauliflower, tomatoes, radishes, and local varieties of leafy vegetables, 
the people of communities with kitchen gardens have richer bases for well-being 
than shrimp farming communities. Some sell their vegetables (and flowers for 
Hindu festivals) to neighbors.  

Where shrimp cultivation is established, it is generally difficult for families to 
maintain healthy diverse kitchen gardens throughout the year because there are 
fewer fresh water reserves for irrigation; consequently, the sources of family nu-
trition decline. Additionally, local options for cattle grazing are diminished and 
families shift to chickens. Some send their cattle to a non-shrimp community for 
grazing. People in communities with heavy shrimp aquaculture are dependent on 
non-shrimping communities for variety in their diet.      
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Other macro-economic trends and local livelihood options 

In addition to the meso-level changes in political economy – the shrimp aquacul-
ture, post-disaster reconstruction labor, and the internationally funded rebuilding 
of the polders – the region is also experiencing some macro-level trends.  

As mentioned above, rice farmers in the region are not able to irrigate from 
groundwater because the acquifer is saline. Therefore, they cannot get three sea-
sons of rice. This puts pressure on them and those who labor in rice fields to find 
alternative employment. 

In addition, the natural fisheries are less productive, which has led to a decline 
in legal fishing and an increase in illegal fishing. The illegal fishing technique 
uses nets that are more fine than allowed, which increases juvenile by-catch. 
Thus, fishing is a less reliable source of family livelihood and has contributed to 
an increase in migrant fishermen and piracy. Families “used to be able to fish for 
an hour to feed their family for a week.” Now they cannot feed their families if 
they fish for a week.  

And third, due to increased legal restrictions and increased illegal activities 
including extortion from pirates, the Sunderbans are no longer the rich source of 
livelihood they once were for so many. 

Macro-level trends have also contributed new sources of income for people 
from the region. First, rice agriculture outside of the region provides seasonal la-
bor and while certain regions may experience a less successful season in some 
years, there is always a demand for seasonal migrant labor in agricultural commu-
nities when the rice demands peak labor inputs. Second, as mentioned above, in-
creased foreign aid for construction has increased the demand for day labor year-
round, thereby enabling more families to be able to afford to send a seasonal mi-
grant, the cost of which is the transportation cost and the cost of sustaining the 
family in the absence of the migrate worker. Third, growing export-oriented labor 
opportunities include regional shrimp factories and the growing garment industry 
in Khulna, Dhaka, and Chittagong. Fourth, in the past few years there has been an 
increase in and increased interest in cash crops, including watermelon and sun-
flowers.Each of these changes in livelihood options is felt locally, but is a func-
tion of significant outside forces. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Meso-level political economies are significant mediating factors for differences in 
the impacts of external forces on a community. These external forces include en-
vironmental events and external investment in infrastructure. The meso-level 
changes in political economy and livelihoods in southwestern Bangladesh illus-
trate that in order to understand the impacts of climate change-related environ-
mental changes – changes that are expected to include rising sea level, saline in-
undation, and increased likelihood and intensity of cyclones in Bangladesh – we 
need to understand the dynamics of the built and natural environment and the po-
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litical economies it sustains. For those with privilege in the global economy, the 
national and global scales are most important. However, as we have seen, meso-
level political economies affect the sources of income and livelihood available in 
distressed environmental conditions and, therefore, influence how well they can 
adapt to changing environmental conditions.  

In this study we have seen that it is the underlying political economies, more 
than slow onset environmental changes or disastrous environmental events, whose 
dynamics are pushing Bangladeshis to incorporate migration strategies into their 
livelihood strategies. This means that in order for climate adaptation and mitiga-
tion strategies to benefit local populations, they must consider their impacts on 
local political economies, particularly on the advantages and disadvantages within 
the local populations, as well as across the nation. How these plans are imple-
mented and to whom their management isaccountable will have an impact on lo-
cal livelihoods, perception of political security, and migration. 
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