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Last month, experts and delegates from across 
the world met in Bonn for this year’s UN 
Climate Change Conference. The meeting 

was initiated as the next step for governments to 
implement the Paris Climate Change Agreement 
and accelerate the  transformation to sustainable, 
resilient and climate safe development. Over 
the past few decades, climate change has been 
accelerating at an alarming rate, proof of which has 
been felt all across the globe – in river erosions, 
floods, cyclones, and of  course, the overarching 
threat of global warming. 

In keeping with the theme of the Climate 
Conference, this issue of Climate Tribune brings 
together reports, opinions and possible solutions 
from journalists, environment experts and 
academics. From looking into the crisis of people 
in rural areas of the subcontinent whose lives are 
regularly disrupted by river erosions, to finding 
potential infrastructural solutions in dealing with 
some of the world’s cities most affected by rising 
water levels, we have tried to be as comprehensive 
as possible in highlighting the current global climate 
crisis.       

As we race against the challenges of dealing 
with an enemy that we not only created, but 
also empower with our indifference, the need 
for globally unified intervention and sustainable 
solutions has never been greater. 
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VANISHING ASSAM

EROSION

7.4 PERCENT OF ASSAM’S LAND HAS BEEN ERODED BY THE RIVER 
BRAHMAPUTRA. WE TRAVEL TO MANDIA IN LOWER ASSAM’S 
BARPETA DISTRICT, ONE OF THE WORST EROSION AFFECTED 
AREAS, TO ACCESS THE SITUATION ON THE GROUND

PHOTOS: MEHEDI HASAN
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The Assam Earthquake of 1950 changed the 
course of the river Brahmaputra or Burlung 
Buthur as it is called by the Mishings, forever. 
The earthquake was unprecedented; it was the 

sixth largest earthquake of all time and the waters of the 
river Brahmaputra rose as high as seven feet, raining down 
sand, mud, trees and debris of all kinds. Whole villages 
were washed away, large forest areas were swamped and 
property worth $25 million was destroyed. The Himalayas, 
from which the river originates, are geologically young and 
still in the process of settling down. 

“The river is a free domain, it is bound to erode some 
areas, and in the process of eroding, the materials it 
gathers has to be deposited somewhere. Wherever 
there is the possibility, new landforms are being created. 
The Brahmaputra Valley has been formed because of 
sedimentation by various rivers coming into the area 
over the last two milion years. However, the problem of 
erosion and floods has become more severe since the 
1950 earthquake. Tremendous changes in landscape and 
hill forms have led to downstream areas being eroded 
at regular intervals. A large part of Dibrugarh has been 
eroded, and if you look closer to home, Palashbari in 
Guwahati has also been eroded. 

Our approach has been short-term and unsustainable 
so far; we didn’t have the resources and technology, and 
this work is beyond the state’s abilities. The Government of 
India has to work at an international level,” observes Dulal 
Goswami, retired professor and former HOD, Department 
of Geography, Gauhati University. 

Paharpur: A daily struggle to survive
As we made our way on a public bus to Mandia in Barpeta 
district of Lower Assam, we realized the roads were getting 
progressively worse. The landscape was lush and green on 
both sides of the road, marked irregularly with ponds with 
large fishing nets, waiting in anticipation. From Mandia to 
Paharpur, the only way to travel further ahead was via a 
motorcycle, or at best, an e-rickshaw. We decided to stick 
to the former and as the vehicle trudged forward on the 
rocky, sandy dirt-road, it mimicked the ebb and flow of the 
river in its sudden lows and highs. 

After a ride of close to an hour, we were rewarded with 
our first view of the river Beki. We could see the swirling 
waters moving in large circles in the middle, and we were 
told this is how sand and other debris is carried forward 
by the river. We were at Paharpur Katoli village under 
Bamundongra Panchayat, Mandia Block in Barpeta District, 
where the erosion-affected people had built huts in small 
clusters. The walls of these huts were not made of mud, 
but of strips of CGI (corrugated galvanised iron) sheets 
held together by iron screws; an innovation by the local 
people that ensures their homes are as tenacious as the 
people themselves. When the river Brahmaputra enriches 
the banks with silt, they grow jute, rice, potatoes, tomatoes, 
bitter gourd and other vegetables. And, when it washes 
away whole villages and all that is left of the chars are 
sandy soil where your feet sinks in at every step, they grow 
peanuts, and dals (lentils) of various kinds - masoor, mati 
mah and mugu, or the dhumcha bush, for firewood. Yet, the 
ferocity of the floods in the past 10 years has shaken even 
the spirits of the hardy people living on the chars, small 
sandbars on the river Brahmaputra and its tributaries, of 
Assam, as they are forced to build their homes again and 
again. 

n	Nasreen Habib

‘we didn’t know about the newborn river that had sprouted
from the chest of a nearby mountain;
we didn’t know it was one million times
stronger than a bomb called Fat Man;’

My grandmother tells me about the earthquake in 1950
By Aruni Kashyap

The ferocity of the 
floods in the past 10 years 
has shaken even the spirits 
of the hardy people living on 
the chars
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Erosion has intensified over the last three 
years 
The year 2017 saw the worst floods in Assam in over 10 
years.  The floods claimed more than 87 lives and affected 
the livelihoods of more than 1.7 million people last year; 
the worst affected are naturally the people living on the 
chars. Erosion is at its peak during the rainy months of 
May-August. Sometimes in one year, the chars are eroded 
thrice in a row. During these yearly episodes of floods, the 
community moves to high grounds such as embankments. 
“We put up tents where we live alongside our ducks, 
goats, chickens and cows, for close to three months. All 
we do then is wait… for the water to recede. The river used 
to take rest for a few years and begin again, but for three 
years now, the river has been relentless in its destruction. 
Last year was the most destructive. We lost entire villages 
to the river. Food is mostly provided for by the villagers 
themselves as government aid is irregular and often late. 
And, because we live in such close proximity to each 
other, along with our animals, infectious diseases abound. 
Children too lose precious months of school. Many of us 
don’t send our children back because what is the point, 
the teachers are irregular and there are frequent floods,” 
says Omela Khatun, whose eldest is a girl aged 15 years. 

Their middle child is a boy who studies in class eight, and 
the youngest is a girl in class six. Their village of origin was 
Kanchanpur under Bamundongra Panchayat, Mandia Block 
in Barpeta District, which is under the waters of the Beki 
now. The school has been relocated to a nearby house, 
and the two younger children go to school infrequently. 

Schools remain closed half the year
Samiran Nesa, aged 50, can’t recollect how many times 
her home has been washed away. “It is better to die 
than to lose a home. “Ghar nora ne mora, nora ar mora 
ek kothai,” she says bitterly. Zulekha Khatoon works as 
a domestic help whenever she can find work. Her older 
sons are grown up and have moved away to Guwahati 
to find work. She is now left with a child of around five to 
six years. When I ask her if he goes to school, her reply is 
caustic, “Here, being a daily-wage labourer is what he can 
be at best. With the school remaining closed half the year, 
what is the point?” We could find only one young woman 
who had passed her BA from among the women who had 
set up homes along the embankment. Runia Khatoon, who 
had studied at the Mandia Anchalik Mahavidyalaya, has 
now been sitting at home for the last three to four years, 
unable to find a job.  
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We put up tents where we live alongside our ducks, goats, 
chickens and cows, for close to three months. All we do then is 
wait… for the water to recede 

“She is too educated to get a groom now,” says her 
neighbour. Few girls study beyond their class 10 
matriculation exam. The literacy rate in the chars has 
stayed well below the 15 percent mark post Independence 
and has marginally increased to 19 percent according 
to a recent report by the Directorate of Char Areas 
Development.

Motilal Pathak is a teacher at the Bamundongra Higher 
Secondary school. Kobindra Nath Das and Hajal Kumar 
Das also teach at the same school. When we asked them 
about the low literacy rate, they replied, “The river is now 
half a kilometre away from our school, but it was at least 
five kilometres away 20 years ago. We have seen so many 
schools submerged in our own lifetimes. In our school, we 
have 1000 students, but there has been no recruitment 
after retirement for many years now. We have only 19 full 
time teachers. At the higher secondary level, there are 
only two teachers. No one wants to come here to teach…”

A cycle of exclusion
“We can’t sleep at night for fear of erosion, the sound 
of earth falling apart and being washed away keeps us 
vigilant, awake at night. If you listen carefully, you will 
hear it even now…but at night it is especially intense,” 
says Bakatun Nesa, a middle-aged mother of two married 
girls, who lives alone. Her home has been washed away 
five times by the river, and now she has built it again 
in Paharpur. “My husband is a daily wage labourer in 
Guwahati. Now he is here, helping families take apard their 
tin houses in a nearby village. That way, he also makes a 
little money. I am scared to let him go away now,” says 
Bakatun. Most women we spoke to feared for their lives and 
their families, especially as the men were away, in towns 
as near as Guwahati, to as far as Chennai and Kerala. With 
arable land becoming scarce, a self-sufficient community 
is now being driven into nearby towns, and often looked 
at suspiciously as ‘illegal’ immigrants. Recently, in Majuli 
in Upper Assam, local All Assam Students Union leaders 
had rounded up suspected Bangladeshis and given them 
up to the police, only to be later released, for there was 
little evidence to back their claims. “Just because we are 
Muslims of Bengal-origin doesn’t mean we have to be 
looked at suspiciously. With our lands being washed away 
and our children deprived of an education because of the 
floods and erratic teachers, what choice do we have but 
to toil as daily wage workers in larger towns?” asks Ataur 
Rahman, a teacher at Paharpur Katoli LP (lower primery)
school. The LP school has had to shift four times because of 
erosion and is the same school whose photos went viral on 
social media last year as the teachers and some students 
were seen hoisting the Indian flag in chest-deep water 
on Independence Day.  When asked about the reason 
for this display of ‘Indianness’, he replies, “We have five 
Independence fighters from this area, yet we are looked at 
with suspicion. All of us have submitted documents for NRC 
(National Register of Citizens), but we don’t know if they will 
still treat us as Bangladeshis. We have many fears.” For the 
people of Paharpur and erstwhile Kanchanpur, it is a daily 
battle for survival, not only against nature but also a State 
that views them with suspicion. n

Nasreen Habib is a contributor based in India.
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n	Laura Bahlman, Meraz Mostafa

Earlier this year, delegates from the UN climate 
body met in Bonn, Germany for the Suva Expert 
Dialogue on loss and damage. 

Unfortunately, other than insurance, there was 
very little discussion on possible avenues of finance for loss 
and damage that climate vulnerable countries are likely to 
experience in the coming decades.

A recent report from the Heinrich Böll Foundation based 
in Berlin estimated un-avoided loss and damage would cost 
annually about US$50 billion by 2020, and 
US$300 billion by 2030. 

The UN climate body currently avoids 
any mechanism for financial accountability 
for human-induced climate change, because 
industrialized countries were unwilling to 
ratify the Paris Agreement on climate change 
unless liability and compensation were 
explicitly excluded.  

A climate justice approach
Many activists and scholars from both the global North 
and global South maintain that accountability is a crucial 
element for ensuring climate justice. 

Climate justice refers to the idea that the countries least 
responsible for climate change are also the most affected; 
and should be supported by the industrialized countries 
that are responsible. 

It is a useful approach, because it pushes global climate 
conversations beyond purely environmental and technical 
considerations, and raises ethical concerns. It also creates 
a platform by which the most vulnerable can start to have 
conversations around equality, international principles of ‘no 
harm’ and historical obligations.

On framing accountability
There are two ways in which a loss and damage mechanism 
could frame accountability, according to Johnson, (2017). in 

‘Holding Polluting Countries to Account for Climate Change: 
Is “Loss and Damage” Up to the Task?’

The first is in terms of which countries have emitted 
the most CO2, and therefore should be held responsible. 
However, any mechanism here would have to clarify the 
time span in which nations are held accountable - countries 
that are emitting the most now, the ones that have emitted 
the most since the first climate agreements were put in 
place, or countries that have historically emitted the most.

Another way to frame accountability is in terms of 
the Earth’s capacity to absorb greenhouse gases, and 

“distributing” this absorption on an equitable basis. In 
other words, countries are held responsible depending on 
whether or not they have overstepped this emissions limit. 

While the former focuses solely on emissions, the latter 
emphasizes the limit up to which countries should have 
a right to emit, leading to slightly different implications 
for accountability within a possible loss and damage 
framework.

It is paramount that any loss and damage mechanism 
is underlain with principles of climate justice to ensure 
that those most responsible for climate change are held 
accountable, and are thus able to support the most 
affected. n

Laura Bahlman is currently doing her masters in International 
Development at Massey University, New Zealand.

Meraz Mostafa is a research officer at ICCCAD, IUB

LOSS AND DAMAGE
ACCOUNTABILITY THROUGH THE LENS OF CLIMATE JUSTICE

CLIMATE JUSTICE

Typhoon Haiyan caused immeasurable damage 
in the Philippines in 2013. As extreme-weather 
events become worse because of climate 
change, it is important the countries most 
responsible are held accountable
 
WIKIMEDIA
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As a deltaic country with massive rivers flowing 
right through the heartland, Bangladesh is no 
novice when it comes to dealing with water 
related natural calamities such as yearly floods, 

cyclones and hurricanes. Yet, as a developing nation, where 
agriculture is still one of the largest modes of subsistence 
for people in the rural areas, regular flooding and infrequent 
cyclones in the coastal regions can create severe mayhem, 
threatening and disrupting the lives of millions. 

Cyclone Aila, which hit the southern coastal belt of 
Bangladesh in 2009, was one of the worst natural disasters 
to hit the country, laying waste to practically all the lands 
bordering the Bay of Bengal, taking the lives of hundreds 
and rendering millions homeless. Even well after the 
storm had subsided, it left devastation at its wake, as the 
vulnerable millions, who lived huddled together on boats 
and makeshift shanties on whatever land remained above 
water, were at severe risk of post-disaster illnesses.

Since then the Government, with the help of international 

organizations, has done much to boost the country’s 
disaster management systems. Yet, climate change is an 
undeniable threat that continues to loom above us all.
 
 PHOTOS: SHEKHAR MONDAL

AFTERMATH

PHOTO STORY
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n	Dr Saleemul Huq 

As the Green Climate Fund (GCF) attempts to 
ramp up its funding for adaptation projects, the 
UN fund continues to face a major challenge: 
how to differentiate a development project and 

a climate change adaptation project.
Already two projects - one from Bangladesh and the 

other from Ethiopia - have been rejected by the GCF Board 
on the grounds that the proposals looked too much like 
development projects than adaptation projects.

Unfortunately, the GCF has not provided any clear 
guidelines regarding the difference between a development 
proposal and an adaptation one.

Why it is complicated
There is no clear way of separating development outcomes 
from adaptation outcomes, since the two are very closely 
linked in practice. Distinguishing mitigation projects from 
other development projects is relatively easier, given the 
former requires a reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. 

As of now, there is no metric or indicator for measuring 
adaptation; and the proxy measures used overlap greatly 
with development outcomes. 

This becomes even more complex when proposals 
for adaptation projects aim to help the most vulnerable 
communities who are generally also the poorest. 

LOOK TO THE HORIZON
INSIGHT

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DEVELOPMENT AND CLIMATE 
CHANGE ADAPTATION PROJECTS?

Adaptation projects 
should emphasize long 
term sustainability over the 
outputs during the project 
period

Often the poorest communities to climate 
change are also the most vulnerable, blurring 
the lines between development and adaptation.
 
SYED ZAKIR HOSSAIN
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To insist that an adaptation project does not help 
alleviate poverty would make no sense. There must be an 
allowance to include development outcomes as co-benefits 
alongside an adaptation project, where adaptation to 
climate change is the main outcome. 

While Bangladesh and Ethiopia were both able to revise 
and resubmit their proposals, which were approved by the 
GCF the second time around, there is still a lot of confusion 
on how to distinguish the two.

A potential solution
I would like to offer one way of thinking about the design 
of an adaptation project in the time frame of its intended 
outcomes.

I argue a climate change adaptation project in essence is 
about building resilience to withstand the impacts of climate 
change that will most likely occur well after the project is 
over. Hence, the investment made by the project - both 
financial and technical - is in fostering the adaptive capacity 
or resilience of a community and its partners to cope with 
the future shocks of climate change.

Given a typical project period is seldom more than five 
to seven years at best, it is extremely unlikely that climate 
change impacts will occur during the project period. There 
may be some consequences of climate variability, but the 
real impacts will occur a decade or more in the future, when 
the project funders and implementers are long gone. 

As such, adaptation projects should emphasize long term 
sustainability over the outputs during the project period.

The worst impacts of climate change will not be faced now, 
but in the future, which is why adaptation projects need to 
look forward.  

BIGSTOCK
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Understanding the diagram
The upper section of the diagram depicts a typical 
development project, where outputs of the project are 
evaluated at the end of the project period. Whereas the 
lower section describes my proposal for an adaptation 
project design that includes an ongoing sustainability 
plan to be implemented by “legacy partners”.

In this design approach, there are three broad 
categories of legacy partners (there can be more than 
one institution in each category):

The first are the “implementing partners” who continue 
the work started by the project. Typically, this should be 
a government agency, which can implement the project 
and commit to sustaining the investment beyond the 
project period.

The second are “knowledge partners” who will not 
only generate new knowledge, but ensure this knowledge 
is put into practice, since adaptation is a learning-by-
doing process. Universities would fit this role well.

And the third category of partners are “evaluation 
partners” who monitor and periodically evaluate 
outcomes and impacts of the adaptation project, for over 
a decade or longer. The Parliamentary committee on 
climate change or environment, whose role is to oversee 
the executive branch of government, would be good in 
this position.

Benefits of this approach
There are several design consequences of accepting this 

framing of adaptation projects.
The first is emphasising “legacy partners” who already 

have a post-project sustainability plan with them in the 
project proposal. 

The second consequence is to recognise that a large 
part of the project investment is actually in capacity 
building of the legacy partners through training and 
mentoring.

The third and final consequence of the approach is 
ownership of the project by the legacy partners; and not 
the GCF approved implementing entities, which seems to 
be the case in many adaptation projects submitted to the 
GCF so far. 

Adaptation projects are like a fruit tree plantation 
programme. The point isn’t how many seeds you plant; 
it’s how many trees grow and bear fruit in the future. This 
requires constant watering and protection, years after 
the initial planting is over. The purpose of an adaptation 
project is not what happens during the project period but 
what happens after. n

Dr Saleemul Huq is the director of the International Centre for 
Climate Change and Development (ICCCAD). 
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n	Ashali Bhandari

Conversations around climate change adaptation 
in Bangladesh have predominantly focused on 
rural adaptation strategies, including research 
on climate resilient crops and new technologies 

to boost farming efficiency. The impacts of rising seas 
are already being felt in southern parts of the country as 
salinity intrusion is preventing farmers from successfully 
growing traditional crops. 

However, climate change adaptation in urban areas is a 
growing concern - climate change is predicted to increase 
the number of people living in extreme poverty by 100 
million by 2030 and cities in Bangladesh are particularly 
vulnerable. According to data from the World Bank, the 
urban population in Bangladesh has grown from five 
million people in 1970 to 55 million in 2015. Cities like 
Dhaka are some of the fastest growing in the world - five 
thousand hectares were added to the city’s footprint 
between 1999 and 2014 to accommodate a rapidly growing 
population, most of which was made up of impervious 
surfaces, reducing the drainage capacity of the area 
and exacerbating flooding during heavy precipitation in 
monsoon. Municipalities in Bangladesh should be looking for 
place-based solutions that can increase the resiliency of the 
most vulnerable, the urban poor. 

Bangladesh has already been working bilaterally to develop 
partnerships with countries that have expertise in water 
management and resiliency planning, such as the Netherlands. 
Over the last 50 years, the Dutch and Bangladeshi 
government have worked together on engineering projects, 
planning efforts for disaster management, research, and 
policy development. However, little of this partnership has 
addressed the challenges of urbanization and the increasing 
risk of city dwellers to heat stress and inundation. 

Dutch cities like Rotterdam have integrated spatial 
planning in their water management efforts for centuries. 
The city’s integration of hard and soft engineering and 
planning efforts has enabled it to be one of the most 
resilient and well-prepared delta cities to respond to 
stresses related to climate change. For example, Rotterdam 
has adapted to its poor drainage capacity and related 
inundation through the development of public plazas that 
function as water storage during storms. Dhaka’s public 
space has been shrinking, with only 32 percent of its 
landscape being “urbanized open space” in 2014, according 
to the Atlas of Urban Expansion. Multifaceted solutions 
that manage environmental shocks and enhance the city’s 
public realm need to be explored as Bangladesh continues 
to urbanize. 

Overall, Bangladesh’s global networks need to be utilized 
to allow for transformational urban adaptation along with 
rural strategies. n

Ashali Bhandari is a former Visiting Researcher at the International 
Centre for Climate Change and Development, and is currently 
completing her masters in city and regional planning at the 
University of Pennsylvania, USA

SINKING CITIES
FORMING GLOBAL PARTNERSHIPS TO FIND SOLUTIONS

Multifaceted solutions 
that manage environmental 
shocks and enhance the city’s 
public realm need to be 
explored

URBAN RESILIENCE

Cities like Rotterdam in the Netherlands have cleverly designed public 
spaces such as Place Benthemplein to store water during storms.

 WIKI COMMONS
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PAY TO PROTECT
CLIMATE FINANCE

n	M Zakir Hossain Khan

“We live in constant fear that a direct hit from intensifying 
cyclones could wipe out our economy altogether and set 
back our development by decades. This is not the way 
our children and our children’s children should live,” Inia 
Seruitaru, climate champion for Fiji, portrayed the potential 
adverse impacts of climate change induced extreme 
events. In 2017, a significant increase in climate impacts had 
been observed all over the world - floods in South Asia, 
hurricanes in the Caribbean, droughts in Africa. 

The 2015 Climate Analytics predicted that annual 
climate change induced economic loss would be US$428  
billion and US$1.67 trillion by 2030 and 2050 respectively 

if the planet gets warmer by even 3 degrees celcius. To 
find out sources of funding for loss and damages and 
the role of sustainable development in reducing the 
risk of loss and damage (L&D) in vulnerable countries, 
which mostly include Least Developed Countries (LDCs) 
and Small Island Developing States (SIDS), the Warsaw 
International Mechanism (WIM) on Loss and Damage 
with its Executive Committee was established at the 19th 
Conference of Parties (COP19) of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
held in 2013. However, though the WIM has developed 
their five-year work plan on specified nine areas of work 
and Parties are obliged to identify the financing process 
including modalities for the WIM by the end of 2019, five 

THE NEED FOR A RELIABLE WORLDWIDE CLIMATE FINANCE STRUCTURE 
HAS NEVER BEEN GREATER

SHEKHAR MONDAL
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years have passed with not much to show for except 
imposing insurance, either financing mechanism or entity 
to provide the supports needed. Not a single penny has 
been mobilized for the millions of climate victims. The Bonn 
meeting of UNFCCC, which took place between April 30 
and May 10 this year, has obligations to identify the means, 
tools and processes to implement the Paris Agreement. 

The Paris Agreement “Acknowledged that climate 
change is a common concern of humankind, Parties should, 
when taking action to address climate change, respect, 
promote and consider their respective obligations on 
human rights”. However, most developed countries except 
Germany have done little in terms of taking measures to 
deal with loss and damage finance. This is contradictory 
to the Paris Agreement that recognized the “need for an 
effective and progressive response to the urgent threat of 
climate change”. That’s why there is no room to impose 
‘insurance’ to minimize risks of L&D in LDCs; the poor and 
marginalized climate victims deserve climate justice. At 
COP23, under the leadership of Fiji, the vulnerable countries 
argued over the need to address the issue of finance for 
loss and damage and they were able to get an agreement 
to finally discuss the issue as part of the “Suva Dialogue”. 
Under the UNFCCC the innovative sources of finance for 
L&D would be a fair, equitable, polluters’ pay based ‘Climate 
Damages Tax’ to protect free riding of the developed 
Parties. It’s required that financing for L&D under the WIM 

shouldn’t be a standalone mechanism but that which will 
also be integrated with both national and international 
funding sources, e.g. proposed Climate Damages Tax, 
Green Climate Fund (GCF) etc. Moreover, funding for 
L&D and climate adaptation in vulnerable countries would 
be compensation or grant based finance as ‘new’ and 
‘additional’ to official development assistance (ODA). The 
LDC group, along with other vulnerable countries pushed 
towards finally putting this issue on the agenda the Bonn 
meeting earlier this year.

In 2014, the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) 
estimated annual adaptation and L&D cost would be US$50 
billion and US$100 billion only in the LDCs by 2030 and 
2050. Against the concrete commitment by the developed 
countries to annually provide US$100 by 2020 as “new” and 
“additional” to ODA, with emphasis on public grants, Oxfam 
highlighted that net climate specific public finance in 2015 
and 2016 is estimated to be around US$16 to US$21 billion 
per year - significantly lower than the estimated $48 billion 
per year. Moreover, only from US$16 to US$21 billion of the 
ODA commitments fell under the strict definition of climate 
finance for altogether adaptation and mitigation. Existing 
climate finance accounting rules are inadequate, with an 
inaccurate accounting of climate relevance that is allows 
loans to be counted, which is unfair. That is why, Parties have 
to agree on a fair and robust new accounting standards for 
climate finance under the Paris agreement. 

Source: Developed by author, May, 2018
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Against the requirement of at least an additional US$4 
billion to implement all of the LDCs’ National Adaptation 
Programs of Action, public finance assistance required 
from developed countries has been predicted to go up 
to US$67 billion by 2020.  However, we need to focus on 
how the developed countries are going to raise funds of 
at least $50 billion a year by 2022 and up to $300 billion a 
year by 2030 as some estimates project. Non-concessional 
loans and hard loans, as well as other instruments, should 
not be counted as climate finance as contrary to the 
provision against the obligation under Article 9.1 of the Paris 
Agreement. Also, Article 2 Para 1(c) refers to finance flows 
that are “consistent with”, rather than aimed at, a pathway 
towards low-carbon and climate-resilient development. 

The international community is failing to move to 
important discussions about sources, mechanisms and 
access modalities of the Standing Committee on Finance, 
which has been an issue since 2012. To raise the confidence 
of developing countries about the US$100 billion goal, a 
clear time-bound roadmap towards real mobilization of 
support or climate finance is required; as well as a means 
to finance these tools in a fair and robust way. To recover 
the huge gap in climate finance, vulnerable developing 
countries must be united to mobilize public contributions 
by developed countries. It is estimated that by imposing 
such taxes, US$50 billion could be raised from the global 
polluter companies, which can be then deposited into a L&D 

fund under the UNFCCC. Though that amount is peanuts 
with respect to the profit that amounts to billions of dollars 
made by the polluter companies each year, it will serve as 
the much needed major contribution to meet the dire needs 
of climate vulnerable countries. 

The Paris Agreement’s “rule book” will include details on 
how countries will communicate their efforts with regards 
to adaptation, climate finance, transfer of technology and 
capacity building;  how Parties will be held accountable for 
their commitments; how collective efforts will be reviewed, 
leading to scaled-up actions and support every five years; 
and how to create a mechanism/process to facilitate 
implementation and promote compliance focusing on 
“Whole-of-Governance” in climate finance under the robust 
and meaningful ‘Enhanced Transparency Framework’ in 
the upcoming COP24. Parties should work together to 
propose measurable indicators of climate finance, using 
the Measurable Reportable and Verifiable (MRV++) process 
with anti-corruption safeguards to meet the compliance 
requirements under both the Paris Agreement and climate 
related Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) especially 
SDG13 in light of SDG16. n

M Zakir Hossain Khan is climate finance governance analyst 
at Tranparency International Bangladesh; Email: zhkhan@ti-
bangaldesh.org
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n	Nadine Naguib Suliman

A common myth among development 
organizations across the world is that energy 
efficient cook stoves are a good measure 
to prevent sexual assault and/or rape in 

underprivileged communities in the global South.
The rationale is that women in these communities -- both 

in Bangladesh and across the developing world -- tend 
to be responsible for collecting natural resources as part 
of their domestic duties. Whether this means collecting 
fresh drinking water or firewood, women often have to 
travel long distances away from their homes. Development 
organizations argue that these trips are often unsafe, and 
increase the likelihood of sexual assault. 

As such, these organizations have proposed providing 
firewood, energy efficient stoves, and rainwater harvesting 
as technologies that will reduce sexual assault in these 
communities -- as women and girls will no longer have to 
make these long trips.

Dr Samer Abdelnour, assistant professor at Rotterdam 
School of Management at Erasmus University, describes 
this situation in his 2015 peer-reviewed paper, “The 
Cookstove-Rape Prevention Myth and the Limits of 
Techno-saviorism.” He explains how aid agencies at 
the Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya decided to provide 
women and girls firewood directly, so they would not have 
to make trips out of the camp, where they would often 
be faced with armed men ready to shoot them if they 
objected to being raped. 

While such interventions may seem “logical”, it is 
important to consider they do not actually address the root 
causes of sexual assault; and they put responsibility on the 
victims as opposed to the perpetrators.

As Dr Abdelnour explains: “Stoves are not techno-
superheroes; cooking with better stoves will not enable 
poor women to resolve the structural causes of poverty, 
violence or climate change”. 

Sexual assault does not occur because of a lack of 
energy for illumination, or because of the hardships of 
fetching firewood/freshwater. Sexual assault is a complex 
gendered social issue that occurs across socioeconomic 
class, arising from a combination of interlocking factors that 
put women and girls at risk wherever they go. 

Such interventions are a little more than short term 
solutions, addressing the symptom, not the cause. In the 
long term, they do very little to actually ensure gender 

equality. Whether in a refugee camp in Kenya or a rural 
village in Bangladesh, sustainable development will not 
be achieved as long as the real reasons behind gendered 
violence are overlooked. n

Nadine Naguib Suliman is currently completing her PhD under the 
department of resource economics and environmental sociology at 
the University of Alberta, Canada.

THE PROBLEM WITH QUICK FIXES 
NO, SUSTAINABLE COOKSTOVES CANNOT PREVENT SEXUAL ASSAULT 

Sustainable 
development will not be 
achieved as long as the real 
reasons behind gendered 
social problems are 
overlooked 

GENDER

The reasons behind sexual assault in underprivileged communities is more 
complicated than simple technological solutions.
 WIKIMEDIA
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The country’s GDP growth rate appears to be accelerating 
towards 8 percent. But more importantly, success has not just 
been measured in economic terms. Bangladesh was one of the 
few countries to meet most of the targets of the Millennium 
Development Goals; food insecurity - in terms of access to 
calories at least - is at an all-time low; and there are 23 million 
students in school and college, half of them girls. Development 
success has been people-centered and broad-based. 

So, it would be nice to think the next few decades will 
mimic the last. But here is where it gets tricky. A constant 
temptation for planners and policymakers -  in fact, for us 
humans as a species - is to assume the future will follow much 
the same trajectory as the past.  

Trajectories are important; Bangladesh’s development 
successes have been built upon the vision and steady 
determination of many in government and civil society. 
Without that drive, born out of the traumatic events of the 
nation’s birth, the country’s trajectory might indeed have been 
towards becoming a “basket case”. 

Yet it is also risky to assume that things will just go on 
in the same way. As the government plans its 2041 Vision, 
it is worthwhile to think back, say, barely a quarter of a 
century to contemplate how quickly and radically things can 
change. Could anyone have imagined smartphones in 1995? 
Or Facebook’s role in communications? Now societies are 
seriously contemplating the challenges raised by self-driving 
cars or robots replacing workers. 

It seems strange too that if people thought about climate 
change back in 1995, they tended to think that it was 
something that threatened polar bears, not people. Now 
we wonder what will happen if climate change suddenly 
accelerates. What if sea levels rise unexpectedly because of 
ice melting in far-away Greenland or Antarctica? And who 
could have predicted the scramble out of coal mining, partly 
because of climate change concerns, and the extraordinary 
rise of solar energy? Who can say just how far and how fast 
such trends will go in just the next decade? 

We know that, inevitably, technological, environmental and 
economic convulsions will happen. We just do not know what 
or when. But we live in uncertain times, and it is best we be 
prepared. 
We also know that despite its development success so far, 
Bangladesh has a long way to go, and progress cannot 
be assumed. It is troubling, for example, to reflect on the 
persistence of stunting and malnutrition despite food security 
(by some definitions) being achieved; and more troubling 
that it is women and girls who are still particularly afflicted.

n	John Magrath, Meraz Mostafa

When Henry Kissinger infamously said in 1971 
that Bangladesh would be a famine-prone 
“basket case”, he could not have predicted 
that less than 50 years later the country 

would have moved from the brink of starvation to being well 
on the way to middle-income status, and become a shining 
star for development success in the process. 

UNCERTAIN FUTURES
FORWARD

CREATING DEVELOPMENT PATHWAYS FOR ALTERNATIVE FUTURES

Little did Henry Kissinger know that half a century after his infamous 
statement, Bangladesh would be a shining example for development around 
the world. 
 WIKIMEDIA
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Scenario planning
To help understand how to usefully think about the future 
to inform decision making today, a new initiative has 
started recently. The Environmental Change Institute at 
Oxford University, Oxfam GB, Oxfam Bangladesh and the 
International Centre for Climate Change and Development 
(ICCCAD) came together in Dhaka to run a scenario-building 
process for stakeholders working in both the food system 
and climate change sectors. 

Participative scenario planning involves imagining a 
range of different development trajectories. Widely used 
in business, industry and the environmental community, 
scenario-planning helps governments and development 
agencies create plans that are resilient under different 
potential future social, economic, cultural, political, 
environmental and technological conditions.

The challenge
Some 30 experts came together for two days of 
discussions on April 12 and 13. After much deliberation, 
they concluded that the crucial components that underpin 
or undermine progress on development -  especially food 
security - are two-fold: the status of governance, and the 
status of the environment. They began to sketch out four 
potential scenarios that might describe Bangladesh in 2041. 

Scenario #1: Decentralised governance, people’s 
participation in decision-making, access to data and 
a push to deal with environmental problems could 
see current trends in air, soil and water degradation 
go into reverse, and result in further social gains. 
But would, say, shifts towards agro-ecology or land 
reform involve tradeoffs with food production and 
profit targets? [Environmental management is pro-
active]   
Scenario #2:  Decentralised governance and greater 
participation are important but what if climate 
change impacts and environmental degradation 
prove unstoppable?  The capacity of governance 
systems to do much more than simply react to 
reduce the human impacts would be severely 
challenged. [Environmental management is 
necessarily more ad hoc] 
Scenario #3: If there was a change in direction 
towards a development model more like that of 
some South-East Asian countries, governance would 
be more top-down. Production targets – and more 
fertilizer and pesticide usage – could come first and 
social and economic inequality might become much 
more pronounced. How you experience the state of 
the environment might depend on where you sit in 
society. [Environmental management is low priority] 
Scenario #4:  It turns out Kissinger was 
ultimately right! Various political, economic and 
environmental shocks, external and internal, see 
Bangladesh’s development trajectory take a sharp 
downward pitch. The threat of famine re-emerges. 
[Environmental management – and food security - 
are off the agenda]

Who could have predicted in the mid-1990s the abundance of 
smartphones today?
 WIKIPEDIA

We know that, 
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environmental and 
economic convulsions will 
happen. We just do not 
know what or when. 

While astonishing, the 
technology to 3D print 
burgers and other types 
of food using an insect 
paste exists today
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These scenarios are by no means supposed to be 
probable; but they are meant to be plausible so as to 
stimulate thinking about their implications for trends set 
in motion today. They are also deliberately labelled as 
extremes; the future will almost definitely be much more 
muddled. But their purpose is to push policy makers and 
planners to realize that the future world may be very 
different to the one we live in today, particularly regarding 
food security and low carbon growth.

For instance, if the coal market has plummeted by 2041, 
what does it mean for current investment into coal energy? 
Do current plans hold in a world where coal is more 
expensive and renewable energy more affordable?

 What about food systems? Will people be eating rice 
at the same rate as now? Or will palates be more diverse? 
Will we be 3D printing our food, a technology that seems 
astonishing but is already possible? And what might be in 
that food? What will future farming look like and depending 
on the pathways taken, what will be the implications for 
inequality, for gender relations, for young people and for 
migration? 

The project will bring the participants back together, 
and bring in others, at a second workshop in late July. This 
will deepen the analysis of policies and practices, potential 
tensions, trade-offs or co-benefits, for each scenario, and 
look across them to analyze what we can learn from this 
look into the future for the decisions we are making today. 

Living in uncertain times
As the great British soldier -- the Duke of Wellington -- 
explained when he defeated the French in 1815: “Napoleon 
built his campaigns of iron, and when one piece broke the 
whole structure collapsed. I made my campaigns using 
rope, and if a piece broke I tied a knot and carried on.” 
In other words, if our development plans are going to be 
successful, then it is crucial they are flexible and robust for 
whatever the future may hold. n

John Magrath is a writer who has worked for Oxfam GB for over 30 
years in a variety of roles; and Meraz Mostafa is a research officer at 
the International Centre for Climate Change and Development.

Meraz Mostafa is a research officer at ICCCAD, IUB

Over 30 experts across 
different sectors came 
together to map out four 
different alternative futures 
for Bangladesh through 
the Zero Hunger, Zero 
Emissions project.
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