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Last week, the world observed World Refugee 
Day, and the international spotlight of this 
continuing crisis has never been more relevant 
to Bangladesh than it is today.

This deltaic, riverine country is amongst the areas 
most vulnerable to the effects of climate change. There 
is a very real danger of a majority of its landmass being 
submerged should the sea levels rise. This is already 
happening in many parts of the country.

Whether or not this is reversible is an important part 
of the climate change discourse. But in the meantime 
the vulnerable areas and the people on them will have to 
prepare and deal with the ongoing and imminent dangers 
of climate change. One of the major concerns, particularly 
for city dwellers, is the influx of migrants flocking to the 
capital, and other urban centres in the search of a better 
life. It is tempting to call them “climate refugees”, but the 
term is a hotly contested one.

This issue of Climate Tribune takes a critical lens to the 
complex issue of migration, its impact and etiologies, and of 
course, the problem with labels such as “climate refugees”. 
From stories from the migrants’ perspectives, to case studies 
on the disappearing landmasses, we have tried to provide a 
comprehensive analysis of this very relevant issue. n
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n	Istiakh Ahmed

Goni Forazi, a 75-year-old man from Dalbhanga 
South from Barguna, finds himself in a tricky sit-
uation. Not only has his land sunk under the Bish-
khali River, he has had to move in with his nephew, 

who also lives on the outer rim of the embankment. It won’t 
be long until he has to move again. 

“I can’t remember the exact year, but I suspect the river 
started to erode the village around 1962 when my father was 
still alive,” mused Goni Forazi: “I saw cracks in the river bank, 
and thought they were just cracks. I didn’t realize the river 
was coming closer.

First we lost my dada’s house. Then my father built anoth-

er house much further inland, but in just a few years we lost 
that too. The erosion started slowly, but then all of a sudden 
sped up. And now my house is in the river too.” 

For the people of Dalbhanga South, this is a common story. 
Situated in southwestern Bangladesh, the residents of Dalb-
hanga South, like many in the region, depend greatly on the 
river for their livelihoods. Although the government recent-
ly constructed a mud embankment, there are still close to a 
hundred households on the outer rim of the embankment. 

“My grandfather had around 20 kani of land here,” ex-
plained Goni Howladar, a neighbour and close friend of Goni 
Forazi in Dalbhanga South, elaborating: “He had animals, he 
had land. He used to farm; he led a rich man’s life. 

“But the river came closer, and we lost all our land. Now 

THE HUNGRY TIDES
A STORY OF RIVER EROSION IN SOUTHWESTERN BANGLADESH

DALBHANGA SOUTH

Riverbank erosion digs up a grave in Dalbhanga South in 2016 ISTIAKH AHMED 
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we are in a hard situation, we are very poor.”
While river erosion and migration has always been a major 

aspect of life in the Bengal delta, scientists are worried the 
warming planet will only speed up the process. Studies fore-
cast that as glaciers melt in the Himalayas, this will result in 
increased upstream river flow leading to more riverbank ero-
sion in the delta. 

In her study published in the International Journal of 
Sciences: Basic and Applied Research in 2013, Dr Nazneen 
Akter estimated river erosion in Bangladesh would increase 
by 13% and 18% in 2050 and 2100 respectively based on the 
assumption of 15% and 20% increment in glacial discharge 
throughout those years. 

Furthermore, the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change predicts coastal erosion 
will also increase as the oceans warm up and the waves be-
come more vigorous.

Estimates on the impact of climate change on migration 
in Bangladesh vary. While some studies predict that tens of 
millions may have to move because of climate change, other 
reports are more conservative. 

Part of the problem in determining the number of “climate 

migrants” is that migration is a complex issue, and it is diffi-
cult to pinpoint climate change as the exact reasons people 
choose to migrate. 

Many like Goni Howladar used to hold on to the hope that 
one day their land will re-emerge from the sea so they could 
move back. But, according to Bangladesh law, land-owners 
are required to continue to pay taxes even if their land is un-
der the water; otherwise the government will claim tenure. 

“A few people still pay taxes for their land, but I’ve given 
up,” said Goni Howladar: “I let the government have it. I am 
not going to stay alive long enough to see my land again.”

Goni Forazi added: “We have lost everything by riverbank 
erosion and it has paralyzed us.”n

Istiakh Ahmed is a researcher and programmer coordinator of 
the Livelihood program at ICCCAD

This map shows the river erosion that 
has taken place in Dalbanga South 
from 2000 to 2016
KEES VAN DER GEEST (UNU-EHS)

Goni Forazi, a 75-year-old man from Dalbhanga South from Barguna, lost his 
land to river erosion. PICASA

  I saw cracks in the river 
bank, and thought they were 
just cracks. I didn’t realize the 
river was coming closer 
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WORKING WOMEN

n	Rupita Joyee

After receiving livelihood training, women pre-
viously engaged in fishing and farming are now 
moving to Dhaka or abroad to look for work. While 
there is an increasing number of women migrat-

ing, the overall percentage is still low, even if salaries else-
where are higher for women who have the skills training. 

Many women living in the coastal belt of Bangladesh are 
involved in either shrimp farming, farming, or domestic la-
bour. However, due to numerous environmental hazards and 
socio-economic factors, many now find it difficult to live in 
the places of origin. Climate change is only expected to make 
things worse, particularly for livelihoods that are directly 
related to eco-system goods and services. Many in coming 
years will be forced to move in search of new homes and op-
portunities. 

With the advancement of many programs and vocational 
trainings, rural women of coastal Bangladesh are fortunately 
gaining the skills required for proper entrance into the work-
force. 

A national NGO, Adams, for instance runs livelihood train-
ing programs at two sites in southwestern Bangladesh -- one 
in Khulna and the other in Bagerhat. These training centres 
provide programs for both men and women catering to vari-
ous aspects of livelihood resilience, including financial man-
agement and utilization of social capital. 

The training centres have classes on welding, computer 
office management, electronics, automobile repair, tailoring, 
and sewing. While most of these classes have been operation-
al since 2004, computing was introduced in 2006. As of 2016, 
317 trainees have passed from these training centres and are 
now involved in a variety of occupations in Dhaka and abroad. 

Out of 317 trainees, 191 (60.3%) are male and 126 (39.7%) 
are female. The average income of male trainees after they 
have left the centre is Tk22,354 a month while for female 
trainees it is only Tk9,228 a month. Furthermore, the highest 
incomes male graduates of the program receive are Tk90,000 
and Tk60,000 whereas the highest income female graduates 
received were Tk40,000 and Tk11,000. One explanation for 
this is that women’s labour tends to be undervalued in the 
market compared to men’s labour.  

Additionally, most of the women at the centre tend to take 
classes in tailoring and sewing, labour that is generally cultur-
ally understood as “feminine.” Whereas the classes for auto-

mobile repair, welding, and electronics are usually filled with 
all male trainees; and these are the jobs that tend to receive 
higher incomes. Computing also provides a good income, 
however, there is still relatively lower female participation in 
the classes (around 21.4%).  

After the training, many migrate from their villages. Ap-
proximately 44.8% of the men, and 17% of the women went 
to Dhaka and started work. While women working in Dhaka 

A NECESSARY UPGRADE
THE IMPACT OF LIVELIHOOD TRAINING FOR WOMEN LOOKING TO MOVE

  According to UN 
Women Bangladesh 
and BRAC, women 
in Bangladesh have 
traditionally been secluded 
in their homes and 
isolated from participating 
in income generating 
activities 

Women who receive skills training 
earn higher salaries once they move 

to Dhaka or abroad
WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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have higher incomes than those who remain, the majority 
of female participants at these training centres decide not to 
move.

Why don’t more women decide to move to Dhaka, espe-
cially once they have received skills training from the Adams’ 
centres? Some researchers argue that there is still a lot of in-
security, especially for women, in moving from their homes 
to Dhaka. There is the threat of crime, robbery, kidnapping, 
etc. Other researchers point at the fact that it can be hard for 
the whole family to relocate to Dhaka and maintain a certain 
standard of living, and many families do not want female 
members of their family to relocate alone. 

There are also those female migrants who travel abroad 
for work. Out of all the participants, only one female trainee 
from Adams travelled abroad to Oman to work as a tailor and 
receives Tk40,000 a month. In general, international labour 
migrants from Bangladesh tend to prefer to travel to Oman, 
Singapore, Bahrain, Dubai, and Malaysia for work. 

According to UN Women Bangladesh and BRAC, women in 
Bangladesh have traditionally been secluded in their homes 

and isolated from participating in income generating activi-
ties. But over the last few decades, due to development inter-
ventions and increasing opportunity particularly in the gar-
ments’ sector, far more women are migrating to Dhaka and 
abroad for work. 

Training programs need to do more to encourage women 
to enter the workforce, and give them viable skills beyond 
just the skills training, including monetary management and 
knowledge of their rights as employees. 

While these training programs have opened a wide range 
of opportunities for rural women in the country, there are still 
many challenges to overcome -- and livelihood trainings can 
play an important role. n

Rupita Tahsin is a student at Bangladesh University of 
Engineering & Technology (BUET) and intern at ICCCAD
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n	Takaha shi Rei 

How do you begin to tackle the idea that your 
country will disappear under water in the next 
few decades? A low-lying island nation, Kiribati, 
is attempting to answer this very question. One 

of many islands in the Pacific ocean at risk of sea-level rise 
caused by climate change,   the government has emerged 
with a progressive and well-informed national level migra-
tion policy.

Kiribati’s “Migration with Dignity” policy is a long-term, 
relocation strategy that allows people to migrate by address-
ing the needs and opportunities of the climate migrants be-
forehand, focussing at both the household and individual 
level. 

The first part of the policy is addressing immediate needs 
of Kiribati in trying to reduce the mass urbanisation taking 
place on the larger islands of the country. By supporting those 
in a position to move now or in the near future to nearby 
countries such as Fiji or New Zealand, the policy aims to de-
velop support systems within these new communities. 

The development of such support systems allows time for 
more migrants to later join already settled communities. It 
will also increase remittances to Kiribati, which in turn will 
allow more  families the chance to relocate in the future. 

“The spirit of the people of Kiribati will not be extin-
guished,” stated the government of Fiji in 2014: “It will live 
on somewhere else because a nation isn’t only a physical 

place. A nation -- and the sense of belonging that comes with 
it -- exists in the hearts and the minds of its citizens wherever 
they may be.”

The secondary piece of policy is to increase the educational 
and vocational opportunities within Kiribati, through govern-
ment funded education programs. The idea behind this is so 
that when climate migrants move to receiving countries, they 
can enter the job market with paralleled training or qualifica-
tions to that of the receiving nations, allowing individuals  the 
opportunities to migrate “with dignity” and further develop 
pre-existing ‘cross-border’ labour arrangements. 

There is also recognition that some people, especially 
those of older generations, will decide to stay and watch as 
their homes disappear, meaning that there is still a need for 
development within the country. That the process of migra-
tion will take time and migration should not come at the ex-
pense of development. 

The forward thinking of the government of Kiribati is al-
lowing for well-planned migration. Progressive policy is one 
of the ways in which governments are able to assist in migra-
tion with dignity, giving people the opportunity to move in a 
comfortable well-planned manner. Managing migration can 
play a huge role in the success of the lives of migrants in their 
new homes. n

Laura Bahlman is a visiting researcher at ICCCAD, and completing 
her Masters in International Development, Massey University, 
New Zealand

LESSONS FROM KIRIBATI 
MIGRATION WITH DIGNITY

CREATIVE WRITING

Kiribati is one of several low-lying island 
nations in the Pacific Ocean at risk of 
climate change induced sea-level rise 
JODIE GATFIELD/AUSAID 
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n	Danielle Falzon

Is it an opportunity to migrate from climate dystopia? Are 
we adapting with or for export-led commodities?

In her 2018 journal article, “Threatening Dystopias: 
Development and Adaptation Regimes in Bangladesh,” 

Dr Kasia Paprocki, assistant professor in the Department of 
Geography and the Environment at the London School of 
Economics, tackles these questions based on her two years of 
fieldwork in coastal Khulna. In the article, Paprocki critiques 
the emerging discourse of migration as a strategy to adapt to 
climate change. Dispossession, she says, has been reframed 
as progress. 

Paprocki explains that Khulna is discussed in climate and 
development circles as a place without a future. As climate 
change threatens the landscape, increasingly divided into 
ghers where shrimp are farmed for export, migration is pre-
sented as a plan to avoid disaster. This runs contrary to hu-
man rights narratives that communities should be able to de-
velop sustainably in place. Now they are encouraged to move 
to urban areas in the name of resilience. 

If Khulna is already destined for disaster, it makes little 
sense for residents to try to remain on the coasts. Such is the 
logic of what Paprocki calls the “adaptation regime” that has 
reframed the climate crisis as an opportunity. Migration be-
comes one such opportunity that helps rural residents get out 
of the dystopian world in which they live to a more prosper-
ous and promising life in the city. 

Paprocki makes clear in her article that migration should 
not be unquestioningly accepted as an adaptation strategy. 
It is rooted in the assumption that coastal zones are already 
hopeless. But if they are hopeless, it is not only due to climate 
change. Development programs and schemes of experimen-
tation in these regions also contribute to Khulna becoming a 

place of impending catastrophe. 
As Paprocki demonstrates, farmers in Khulna also face 

hardships as their lands are converted from freshwater rice 
paddies to saline-water based shrimp zones. Development 
practitioners simultaneously promote shrimp farming as an 
adaptation to promote national economic growth, and rural 
to urban migration as a solution for farmers who have lost 
their livelihoods. Instead, they can find jobs in growing in-
dustrial sectors, such as garment factories. 

Migration is a complicated issue with regards to climate 
change. It can be understood as residents fleeing their homes 
in areas that have become unliveable, or as an opportunity 
for progress and growth. Even though the latter framing is 
more attractive, it should not obscure the roots of this dis-
placement. n

Danielle Falzon is a PhD student in sociology at Brown University 
studying climate and development policy in Bangladesh

A chance for growth BIGSTOCK

BIGSTOCK

ARTICLE REVIEW

ESCAPING FROM DYSTOPIA
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS:
ORAL HISTORIES OF MIGRANTS MOVING TO THE COUNTRY’S CAPITAL
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n	Naznin Nasir, Meraz Mostafa

In 1950, there were less than half a million people living 
in Dhaka city. Barely 60 years later, there are now close 
to 16 million. Few cities around the world have experi-
enced such rapid expansion over such a short amount 

of time. 
There are different factors that led to Dhaka’s population 

boom. While the country’s population increased almost five-
fold in this same duration of time, the city’s population grew 
close to 3,200%. 

Rural-to-urban migration played a major role in this pop-
ulation expansion. People across the country come to Dhaka 
for both push and pull factors. Migrants are pulled to Dhaka 
because of the ample opportunity; this is because most of the 
country’s resources and capital investment are centralized here. 

A World Bank report from 2013 estimates Bangladesh’s ex-
port garment sector alone led to an increase of urbanization 
by 30%.

Migrants are also pushed to move from their home villag-
es, whether because of a lack of job opportunity or environ-
mental hazards only predicted to become worse due to cli-
mate change. 

Since Dhaka cannot accommodate this mass influx of in-
ternal migrants, almost 45% of the residents of the city find 
themselves living in informal settlements, also known as 
slums or bostis.

In attempt to put faces to these statistics, the following oral 
histories of migrant’s journeys were collected as part of the 
University of Sussex project, “The Unknown City: the (in)vis-
ibility of urban displacement”. Names have been changed for 
anonymity; and transcripts translated and edited for clarity.

Nuruddin (27 years old)
My name is Nuruddin. I live in Bhola slum with my wife and 
two children; one girl and one boy. My daughter is eight years 
old, and my boy is six. Every month, I pay Tk3,000 for this 
room. It’s very expensive. 

I sell fish and do not earn that much. I used to live in Bhola 
with my parents and seven siblings. I was the third child of 
the eight in my family. My father used to sell shupari, chil-
li and rice at different seasons. He hardly earned enough to 
support our big family so I decided to escape. I was proba-
bly eight years old when I made a plan with another friend 
to come to Dhaka. We took a launch and reached Sadarghat 
in old Dhaka.

MOVING TO JADOOR SHOHOR

PHOTOS: HEDAETUL ISLAM

  I regret coming to 
Dhaka; everything is so 
expensive here. I want 
to sell everything I have 
and go back to Bhola 
someday 
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We had no clue where to go and stayed at that port for next 
two days. Then we went back to our village. I was frightened 
because I didn’t have any cash with me so, I decided to go 
back. After about a month I again left home for Dhaka again 
without telling anyone; this time I had Tk200-250. There used 
to be slum at Mirpur 10 where I started working in a small 
roadside restaurant.

I used to wash their dishes and brought water for them. I 
worked there for next five years until I started working in an-
other restaurant which was a bigger one. I was given a room 
by the owner of the restaurant which I shared with other 
workers of the restaurant for next six or seven years. I started 
selling fish and vegetables for some extra money. I used to sell 
vegetables to the restaurant. 

Then I moved to Bhola slum in 2002 because the slum is 
full of people from Bhola, my area. I met my wife in this slum; 
her family used to live here. My mother still lives in the same 
village, my father died. None of my siblings moved to Dhaka, 
they still live in Bhola. I have been selling fish for last seven or 
eight years. My wife works as a household help.

I regret coming to Dhaka; everything is so expensive here. 
I want to sell everything I have and go back to Bhola someday.

Sabina (31 years old)
I came to Dhaka several years ago when my son was only 
two years old. I was born in Ilishshya junction in Bhola. My 
father was a fisherman and my mother a housewife. I have 
five brothers and sisters. None of us went to school. My sis-
ters and I used to help my mother around household work 
and rest of the time we used to play around. We used to swim 
in river.

Then I got married at the age of 13 to a person who was also 
a fisherman like my father. He used to go to rivers for fishing. 

When I was 15, my husband got married again. By that 
time, I already had a son. When my son was two years old, 
I moved to Dhaka with my mother’s cousin and my sister. 
We took a launch and it cost us Tk300. My sister and I rented 
a house, rent was Tk500 then. It has increased seven times 
since then, it is now Tk3,500. I am still working as a house-
hold help at two houses. My son is all grown up now and 
works in a garments factory and we are still staying together. 

My three brothers and my mother are still living in the 
same village. I stay at Bhola slum because I cannot stay with 
my brothers in the village. They won’t allow me to stay there 
and what will I do there?

MOVING TO JADOOR SHOHOR
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Karim Bhuiyan (around 50 years old)
I was born in Bhola. My father used to work as a day labour-
er in others farms. I had five siblings. None of us could go to 
school. I started working at an early age and also got married. 
I have six children, four of them were born in Bhola. One night 
in the year 2000, river took our house and we had nothing 
left. After that I came to Dhaka leaving my family in Bhola. 
First, I moved to Pallabi and lived there for four to five years. 
I used to work as a day labourer. I did not have to pay rent 
as the plot was empty and we were just living there building 
temporary polythene shelters. I used to work as a day labour-
er. Then my family moved here and I had to rent a place at the 
Duaripara slum. 

Fortunately, my wife got a job at a local garments factory as 
someone from our village worked there who helped her to get 
the job. My wife continued working there for next few years. 
After living in Duaripara for two to three years, the slum was 
demolished and we had to move to Bhola slum. First, we rent-
ed one room and stayed there for a few years. Eventually, we 
managed to build our own house here. We took loan to build 
this house, I still need to pay another Tk1.5 lakh. 

My wife still works in a garment factory and I still work as 
a day labourer. I do not have any legal document of the land 
or the house. I have invested so much money and still I am 
scared that the government will throw us out. I hope that will 
not be the case, I just want to stay where I am now. We have 
got a stay order from the High Court. n

Naznin Nasir and Meraz Mostafa coordinate and work under 
the Migration programme at ICCCAD respectively

  I have invested so 
much money and still 
I am scared that the 
government will throw us 
out 
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n	ICCCAD Urban Team

Dhaka is on the verge of collapse. With more resi-
dents than it can safely accommodate, the city ei-
ther needs to continue to urbanize (which require 
the destruction of the city’s  surrounding wetlands 

that play a major role in preventing flooding), or internal mi-
grants need to locate somewhere else.

Of course, the citizens of Bangladesh are free to move 
within the country as they like; they cannot simply be barred 
from living in Dhaka. However, they can be incentivized to 
move elsewhere -- to secondary cities in the country.

As climate change worsens, and more people are likely to 
migrate from their rural homes to urban centres, it is imper-
ative that Bangladesh pursues a policy of creating climate re-
silient, migrant-friendly cities to disperse the massive influx 
of migrants moving to Dhaka. 

Climate resilient, migrant friendly cities are secondary 
cities designed to both withstand the potential shocks of 
climate change, as well as regulated to receive migrants in a 
manner which is both beneficial to the city and the migrants 
themselves. 

Not only would investing in these cities ease pressure from 
Dhaka, but the cities themselves would be able to grow their 
local economies, which in turn would draw in more migrants.  

However, secondary cities in Bangladesh need to put ac-
tive effort into drawing in rural migrants, both through pro-
viding potential livelihood opportunities and highlighting 
other benefits the city may offer. 

The most important factor in attracting migrants is the 

provision of livelihood options such as housing, education, 
health care, water and sanitation facilities, and other social 
services. As such, each of these cities needs to build on their 
comparative economic advantages to invest in manufactur-
ing and/or services that will generate employment opportu-
nities for migrants.

These needs can be met through both public and pri-
vate initiatives and investment.  If needed, the government 
should seek technical and financial support from develop-
ment partners. 

Such a national initiative will require the central gov-
ernment to act as an anchor, and coordinate this process of 
planned migration. 

A major challenge to this goal is that close 70% of the coun-
try’s money supply moves through Dhaka; and Dhaka and 
Chittagong combined receive more than 60% of the country’s 
capital investment. This has led to disinvestment in other re-
gions of the country, where there is less job opportunity, less 
quality education, and even less health care facilities. 

Hence, it is crucial that a national level policy is made 
that begins that decentralizes resources from Dhaka and 
Chittagong, so that secondary cities across the country be-
come more economically viable, drawing in more internal 
migrants. Such a policy would thereby ideally disperse the 
spread of internal migrants in the country away from Dhaka 
city. n

The ICCCAD Urban Team works with municipalities across the 
country, attempting to build climate resilient, migrant friendly 
cities 

ON THE VERGE OF COLLAPSE
BUILDING CLIMATE-RESILIENT, MIGRANT-FRIENDLY CITIES

POLICYMAKING

More than half a million migrants each year
MERAZ MOSTAFA
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TRAPPED POPULATIONS

IS 
MIGRATION A 
WAY OUT OF 
POVERTY?

n	Michael Collyer

Across the world people migrate into cities with the 
aim of improving their lives. Cities in Africa and 
Asia are growing faster than anywhere else in the 
world.  This is usually good for the migrants; cities 

are dynamic places and living in them brings opportunities 
that people don’t have in rural areas. This is also good for 
cities; one of the reasons that cities are such dynamic, eco-
nomically successful places is because people want to move 

to them. Cities that stop attracting migrants, like Detroit in 
the US, face particular problems of their own. 

When populations grow rapidly without proper planning, 
this creates difficulties for the individuals concerned; we 
don’t currently know the full implications of migration in 
these situations. Over the last two years, we have been con-
ducting a research project to investigate these issues. This re-
search has taken place in Dhaka as well as Colombo (Sri Lan-
ka), Hargeisa (Somaliland) and Harare (Zimbabwe). Of these, 
the city of Dhaka is the fastest growing.

A better life here? AHMED HASAN
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TRAPPED POPULATIONS

Effects of climate change? JORDAN OPEL

There is widespread concern about migration result-
ing from climate change. Current research rejects a direct 
connection here; no one moves as a direct result of climate 
change. Migration is caused by a whole range of factors, many 
of which are themselves influenced by climate change. One 
of the most important factors explaining migration to cities 
is loss of livelihood. For example, in Somaliland, we have in-
terviewed people forced to move to the city of Hargesia af-
ter their herds were killed in the 2011 drought. In Dhaka, it is 
common for people to move to the city after they have lost 
land to riverine erosion, itself exacerbated by climate change. 

Those who are forced to move under these circumstanc-
es typically have very little money. This means that, when 
they reach the cities, they have to live in the cheapest places 
they can find. This is often on land that is already extreme-
ly overcrowded, owned by other people, in areas of housing 
constructed from temporary materials, with very limited ac-
cess to public services such as health or educational facilities 
or even basic sanitation. Such areas are frequently labelled 
slums. In each of the four cities in this study, including Dha-
ka, we selected three such locations to conduct research. 
Beyond the slum label, very little about these locations is 
well understood. They are often not accurately mapped and 
census data is not available. We have conducted one round of 
surveys of these neighbourhoods and there are clear similar-
ities between cities and across the neighbourhoods in Dhaka. 

The three neighbourhoods in Dhaka cover a variety of dif-
ferent situations from long established slums to pavement 

dwellers. They vary in size, but collectively accommodate 
more than 10,000 people. Large majorities of people in each 
of these three locations were born outside the city, although 
most have been living in Dhaka for more than a decade. De-
spite that length of time living in the city, almost none of the 
inhabitants of these neighbourhoods own their own land. 
Their access to basic services is similarly limited. More than 
85% have no water supply or toilet in the household, almost 
90% have no bank account and so no savings. A very large 
proportion of people had experienced forced eviction within 
Dhaka, as high as 63% in one neighbourhood. 

ALI ARIF SOYDAS
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Despite these obvious problems, people living in these 
neighbourhoods made an equally obvious contribution to the 
life of the city. The large majority of people in all three loca-
tions reported that they had done more than 21 days of work 
in the previous month, that is more than full time work. The 
most common occupations were labourers, rickshaw-pull-
ers and domestic workers. Although a large minority (36%) 
of the pavement dwellers described themselves as ‘not cop-
ing’, this was much lower in the other two neighbourhoods, 
where a third of people described themselves as “doing well.” 
Contrary to the popular imaginations, slums are inhabited by 
industrious people who see clear advantages in these neigh-
bourhoods: Affordability and accessibility were the stand out 
answers to what attracted them. Unsurprisingly, only 3.3% 
mentioned “environment” as an attraction. 

People in these neighbourhoods are not isolated. More 
than half of interviewees reported that they have relations 
living outside Dhaka, but in the poorest areas they had not 
seen them in over three years. Despite their obvious difficul-
ties in the city, only a small minority of people (8%) reported 
receiving any support from family members living elsewhere. 
Similarly, tiny minorities in each location reported that they 
had received any other assistance from external sources. 
These individuals are essentially on their own, which ex-
plains their focus on work and industriousness. 

Yet despite this apparent resilience, people living in slums 
are extremely uncertain about the future. In each neigh-
bourhood significant majorities reported a desire to leave 
the neighbourhood, although they doubted that they would 
ever be able to and they reported that money was the biggest 
barrier to them doing so. Large minorities expressed a fear 
of forced eviction from their current homes. This is a major 
concern; people feel trapped, meaning that they would like to 
move on but do not think they are currently able to. The most 
common expectation is that if they leave it will be against 
their will, not at a time of their choosing. This relates to very 
high levels of reported anxiety. 

The growing population of these neighbourhoods pre-
sents a challenge to urban governance. People living in slums 
are working hard, and large proportions of them are able to 
list the attractions that the neighbourhood holds for them. 
Nevertheless, they have aspirations to move elsewhere but 
fear that they may be trapped in situations which they had 
hoped would only be temporary. Engaging with the context 
of climate change which contributed to the factors forcing 
people to move into Dhaka is beyond the capacity of any in-
dividual national government.

Yet addressing the situation in which people find them-
selves once they move to Dhaka is much more obviously 
within reach of national and city authorities. n

Michael Collyer is a Professor of Geography at the University of 
Sussex, UK

ALI ARIF SOYDAS
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A DAY IN THE LIFE

 A COOK FROM 
ERSHADNAGAR 

PICASA
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n	Mahmuda Mity 

Every year half a million people migrate to Dhaka 
city from the different rural corners of Bangladesh. 
Many of them, for better or for worse, end up living 
in informal settlements in Dhaka city. 

Md Abdul Khalil bhai is one such man. Arriving in Dhaka 
city 37 years ago from Barguna, he now lives with wife and 
two children in Ershadnagar bosti. 

Since the age of 11, he has worked as a cook for large wed-
dings, anniversaries, birthdays, Pohela Boishakh and other 
functions. He now manages his own team, working several 
times a month and earning BDT 18,000 for a function of 500 
people. 

The following timeline recounts Khalil bhai’s schedule 
when he cooks for a wedding. 

Day 1
8:00am: Khalil bhai wakes up. Quickly freshens up, and eats 
breakfast with his family.

8:30am: He then goes to either Korail bosti or Shattola bosti to 
meet his team. In total, he has seven core coworkers, six men 
and one woman. Five of them live in Korail bhosti, and two of 
them in Shattola. Since most of his team lives in Korail bhosti, 
that’s where meetings are usually held.  

10:30am: Once the meeting is over, Khalil bhai heads back to 
Ershadnagar and takes a shower. Then he heads to a tea-stall 
in the bosti for adda (or hanging out with his friends).

1:00pm: After a couple hours of talking with his friends, he 
eats his lunch.

1:30pm: Following his lunch, he returns home and takes a 
nap.

4:00pm: He has to wake up and get ready for work, which will 
not finish until the next day.

5:00pm: Khalil bhai with his team heads to the wedding ven-
ue, and starts preparing dinner for the guests that night as 
well as for the main program the following day.  

Day 2
12:00am: The team does not have dinner until midnight once 
all the guests of the wedding function have eaten. They then 
continue cooking throughout the entire night, both for the 
main program and also for breakfast. 

10:00am: Khalil bhai and his team finally eat breakfast at 10 
am. 

12:30pm: Lunch is usually served for the guests around mid-
day. However, if it is Friday, lunch will be served after Friday 
prayers at about 1.30pm. 

5:00pm: The team finally has its own lunch in the evening, 
and promptly cleans up and leaves, having worked close to 
20 hours. 

7:00pm: Khalil bhai returns back home to Ershadnagor and 
within the hour has showered and fallen asleep. n

Mahmuda Mity is research assistant at ICCCAD, currently 
working under the migration programme

RUSHOW KHAN
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n	Interview by Meraz Mostafa

Dr Andrew Baldwin is an associate professor at the 
geography department at Durham University.  His 
work focuses on the intersection of race, nature 
and geography with current emphasis on ques-

tions of climate change and migration. While he accepts cli-
mate change will invariably impact migration patterns, in this 
interview, he questions the notion of the “climate migrant”.

Why do you find the concept of the “climate migrant” prob-
lematic?
It assumes that climate change is the cause of migration, and 
we know that is never the case. We know that migration is al-
ways multi-causal, which is a pretty standard claim one finds 
in the field of migration studies. 

The IPCC, the authoritative body on climate change sci-
ence, in its most recent assessment report is very clear that 
the concept of the climate refugee is a really problematic con-
cept, both legally and scientifically. And it comes down to this 
argument that we don’t know what a climate refugee is; we 
have no working definition of one; and it will be impossible 
to define.

Yet the term climate migrant prioritizes the climate over all 
these other variables and to me that is really quite insidious, 
because it negates the significance of those other variables. 

But why is that a bad thing?
Well, it’s a matter of politics, and who has the power to label 
somebody a climate migrant. I think it safe to say that elites 
are able to apply this label, elite institutions both interna-
tionally and domestically, both research institutions and uni-
versities.  And this runs up against how people often char-
acterize themselves and their political priorities. They won’t 
necessarily characterize themselves as climate migrants; it 
depends on the context, but people will probably more readi-
ly acknowledge economic reasons as the principle reasons for 
migration than climate change.

If the concept of a “climate migrant” is so problematic, why 
do you think the idea persists? 
Because it’s easy and convenient. It is an easy way to con-
struct the problem of climate change in a way that makes it 
less intangible. Climate change is really — to use the terminol-
ogy of Amitav Ghosh — an unthinkable phenomena because 

it is so complicated. 
The concept of the climate migrant I think helps break 

through that unthinkableness, the complicatedness of cli-
mate change and it makes it a much more manageable, much 
more comprehensible phenomena. We can think about the 
climate change in terms of those who have to be relocated, 
to be managed.

That is the straightforward response to the question. The 
more complicated answer is that the idea of the climate mi-
grant reinforces very specific structures of power at a specific 
historical moment when climate change represents the pos-
sibility that those structures of power will be undermined. If, 
suddenly, conditions change so radically that people are mov-
ing, making things unmanageable if you like, — that is a very 
threatening proposition to people in positions of authority. 

DIGGING DEEPER

WHAT’S IN A NAME?
AN INTERVIEW WITH DR ANDREW BALDWIN ON ‘CLIMATE MIGRANTS’
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In a lot of your work, you talk about the invisible presence of 
race in the climate change and migration discourse. What do 
you mean by this?
This is a really tricky argument to make and the reason is that 
there is nothing simple or straightforward about race. Every-
one will have a different understanding of what race is. We 
just have to think about the way race functions in the US ver-
sus how it functions in a place like Australia or Japan.

But basically the argument I would make is this: climate 
change represents the possibility of human extinction. It 
represents the end of humanism as a worldview, and by hu-
manism I mean the imagination that humans are understood 
as the historic agents of modernity — that humans have pri-
mary dominance over the face of the Earth. Humanism is the 
worldview that allows us to imagine we control nature. And 
climate change comes along and spoils that. Climate change 
comes along and says that, no actually, nature is a force of its 
own and has an enormous capacity to overwhelm our struc-
tures, institutions, and arrangements. 

How does this connect to the question of race? 
Again, I appreciate that that is a really complicated argument, 
and I am going to make it even more complicated by saying 
this notion of humanism I am talking about is also Eurocen-
tric. It is very Eurocentric claim to say that humans control 
nature. And Eurocentrism emerges out of a particular set of 
historic conditions in the 18th and 19th century, and is tied 
to Europe’s relation to the colonial subject, to the non-white 
subject. In this way, climate migrants or climate refugees be-
come the “racial other” that in many ways threatens a Euro-
centric worldview. So race is present, yet invisible in the vo-
cabulary used to describe climate migrants. 

What does critical theory offer us in understanding the rela-
tionship between climate change and migration?
Theory offers us a means by which we can take account of 
power.  Too often pragmatism can erase the question of pow-
er, and while I can’t agree more there are many urgent prob-
lems at hand, we can’t assume that power is somehow irrele-
vant to these conversations. 

Theory can allow us to ask a number of different ques-
tions. Who has the power to frame the discussion? Whose 
voice matters and whose voice is silenced? What are the con-
ditions in which claims about climate change and migration 
are made? Theory can help us unpack many of the unsaid as-
sumptions that exist within particular discourses such as in 
climate change migration. n

 Meraz Mostafa coordinates and works under the Migration 
programme at ICCCAD
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terminology of Amitav 
Ghosh — an unthinkable 
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so complicated 
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 A LEGAL 
OPINION
nAnne-Laure Pilat

According to the UN, there is no such entity as a “cli-
mate refugee” legally. This is because internation-
al law does not recognize climate change as one of 
the reasons that can grant an individual refugee 

status. 
Refugee status can only be claimed by those who have fled 

their national borders and fear persecution if they were to re-
turn home. 

While initiatives do exist at the UN to establish broader in-
ternational frameworks for migration, which would include 
climate change related migrants —the Global Compact on Ref-
ugees and the Global Compact for Migration— not all scholars 
in fact are in support of a climate migration treaty. 

Scholar Jane McAdam, in her 2011 article, “Swimming against 
the Tide: Why a climate Change displacement Treaty is not the 
answer,” published in the International Journal of Refugee law, 
argues against the use of an international instrument as a viable 
response towards climate change induced displacement. 

According to McAdam, focusing on international migra-
tion law to address the climate challenges could hamper oth-
er adaptive interventions that could prevent or minimize the 
pressure for vulnerable populations to move. 

She further elaborates that most climate induced migration 
occurs internally, and so a national or local level response to 
the migrants would be more apt than an international treaty. 

And on a technical level, she explains it is extremely dif-
ficult to determine who exactly is a “climate migrant” since 
people decide to migrate based on a variety of socio-econom-
ic factors, not limited to climate change. 

In my opinion, the question of the utility of a new treaty on 
climate change “movement” does not refute the necessity of 
having legal instrument at all level addressing this topic. Indeed, 
one of the main purposes for the existence of law is to address 
new or existing situations creating a risk of harm to people and 
providing a legal framework for their protection and ensure 
them a safe and secure life. The existence of a law should be re-
garded as a first step enabling people to ensure a recognition of 
their rights to a dignify life and thus needs to exist. 

However, I consider that law also needs concrete trans-
lation on the ground via actions and policies. Thus, the real 
question of utility of international law to respond to climate 
induced “movement” resides in how the current interna-
tional legal system is apt to apprehend the reality of climate 
change as well as its well integration with the other elements 

of the wider system of climate actions. Still under construc-
tion, the international climate change law must develop a 
framework to address climate induced “movement” of pop-
ulation as climate change impacts are global and cross border 
movement do and will continue to exist, despite the lack of 
ambition from a part of the international community to ad-
dress the subject. 

Before working on the technicality of adopting a new trea-
ty or the revision of already existing ones, there must be a 
consensus on the utility for law translating this new reality 
caused by climate change.

The question of the utility of a new treaty on climate 
change “movement” does not refute the necessity of having 
legal instrument at all level addressing this topic. 

Indeed, one of the main purposes for the existence of law 
is to address new or existing situations creating a risk of harm 
to people and providing a legal framework for their protec-
tion and ensure them a safe and secure life. The existence 
of a law should be regarded as a first step enabling people to 
ensure a recognition of their rights to a dignify life and thus 
needs to exist. 

However, law also needs concrete translation on the 
ground via actions and policies. Thus, the real question of 
utility of international law to respond to climate induced 
“movement” resides in how the current international legal 
system is apt to apprehend the reality of climate change as 
well as its well integration with the other elements of the wid-
er system of climate actions. 

Still under construction, the international climate change 
law must develop a framework to address climate induced 
“movement” of population as climate change impacts are 
global and cross border movement do and will continue to 
exist, despite the lack of ambition from a part of the interna-
tional community to address the subject. n

 Anne-Laure Pilat is a visiting researcher at ICCCAD with a 
background in Public and European environmental law 
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