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Executive Summary 
“…We thought that when there was water, we would have to move…” 

“…Now we can dream, in the past we had no dream. We can live our life, we can send our 
children to school and buy land….” VDMC members - Vajondaga village, Gaibandha. 
Oxfam GB’s (OGB) River Basin Programme has been running in the Ganges-
Brahmaputra-Meghna basin in India, Bangladesh and Nepal since 1999. Bangladesh is a 
living delta of South Asia and composed of the floodplains. The RBP is operational in flood 
prone areas including char areas. High population growth forces the poor and landless to 
occupy Char1 areas in the riverine areas. Chars are particularly prone to recurrent floods 
that are increasing precariousness of people’s lives by wiping out their assets and pushing 
them into viscous poverty cycle. They are isolated from the mainland due to lack of 
physical communication networks. The government extension services and basic services 
are practically non-existent.  

This evaluation report highlights impact of the River Basin Programme and also assesses 
the difference between status of beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries on key indicators 
related to risk reduction. The report further highlights the difference that the RBP is making 
in the lives of the poor people and creating disaster resilient communities.  

In the programme area, casual labour is the most important source of income followed by 
livestock production/ sales and vegetable production/ sales. Agriculture production is 
becoming more and more un-sustainable due to increasing land infertility, lack of inputs 
and poor knowledge on agriculture practices. The household survey indicates that about 
50% of the people have access to land, and out of which only 40% is planted. The main 
reason for non-plantation is that lands are eroded and farmers lacked financial resources, 
which are also one of the biggest problems facing the char inhabitants and contributes 
significantly to their poverty. With reduced returns from agriculture, migration is another 
key livelihood strategy. At least one man from each family migrates to the mainland and 
big cities in search of work. Weak governance structures have lead to char people looking 
towards NGOs, local moneylenders and landowners for help, in time of distress or 
disasters. Access to sufficient quantities of fodder and outbreak of animal diseases are 
ongoing problems for livestock production and flooding exacerbates the problem. Access 
to market is also limited. Most people sell their goods either within the village or to 
middlemen who then go on to sell the goods in the markets on the mainland. 
 
The status of women in char areas is very low. For e.g., the birth of a boy is heralded with 
an announcement to the entire village from the loudspeaker of local mosque, the birth of a 
girl is greeted by silence. Girls are generally married at the age of 11 years and bear their 
first child at the tender age of 12-15 years. The women face double burden of household 
work under regular conditions and strive to save their families and assets during floods.  
 
Due to recurrent floods and increasing poverty, borrowing is an important coping strategy 
for households and they borrow from different sources and for different reasons. The 
percentage of households interviewed who reported having borrowed in last 4 months 
preceding the survey is 76% for beneficiary and 73% for non-beneficiaries.  
 

Overall, Oxfam GB’s River Basin Programme has had a positive impact on the lives and 
livelihoods of its beneficiaries as well as wider village inhabitants. Prior to RBP, the 
households frequently abandoned the Chars during floods. They had no choices and little 
support from “outside”. There is a sense now that the RBP has given households a feeling 

                                                 
1 Char lands are the sandbars that emerge as islands within the river channel or as attached land to the 
riverbanks as a result of the dynamics of erosion and accretion in the rivers of Bangladesh.  
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of safety and “looked after” during and after the floods, to the extent that they feel to have 
opportunity to plan for their futures. Many of the Oxfam’s supported beneficiaries can read 
or write in local language highlights the importance of education given by the programme 
and partners. Apparently, the schools set up by NGOs were also greatly valued and 
people preferred to send their children to these schools even if there was a government 
school in the village because (a) education was free as opposed to the ‘hidden’ fees for 
books and uniforms in government schools (b) quality of education was good (c) 
admittance to the secondary school (where it was being run by the same NGO) was 
automatic. 

 
Household preparation prior to monsoons has been well adopted (99% respondents 
prepare). Women, in particular, told that they had learnt to build portable stoves, 
household items (such as candles and matches), save dry fuel wood, food stocks and 
money, fortify houses with bamboo sticks, save some money and identify a raised place 
for their cattle and elderly, if possible. Even women who had not attended trainings directly 
had picked up these skills from other women and were practising these. An important 
difference between beneficiaries and non–beneficiaries is that many Oxfam’s beneficiaries 
use their savings as coping strategy (25.6%), which also indicates increased income level. 
The beneficiaries were better assets compared to the non –beneficiaries. 
 
The partner also demonstrated a good level of awareness in terms of their ability to plan 
for contingency stocks. They keep list of service providers with quotations ready for use 
during emergencies. Communities are aware of the Village Disaster Management 
Committees and Flood Shelter Committees (84% respondents) set up by the partners. 
About 65% respondents were aware of these committees and 9% were the members. 
 
Small-scale mitigation such as raised plinth, tube wells and latrines had a positive impact. 
About 82% respondents told that they are aware of plinth raising activities and 70% 
respondents implemented it. Such activities have also been undertaken at a large scale in 
other donor (DFID) supported government programmes. About 70% beneficiaries had 
access to latrines compared to the non-beneficiaries (43%). Drinking water problems 
during floods and non-floods are solved to a larger extent with 90% beneficiaries’ having 
access to safe water. The community appreciated the raised tube wells, which allows them 
access to safe water during floods and reduced time they spend on fetching water. Usage 
of ORS tablets and water purification tablets distributed by the NGO was widely reported.   
 
Formation of the producer groups appeared to be successful. Members of producer groups 
who had got bore wells and shallow well engines; vegetable plots etc. and expressed a 
high degree of satisfaction. Early warning systems were effective. Community informed 
that they get to know about floods through newspapers, radio, announcements on 
loudspeakers and government weather reports. About 93.3% respondents confirmed 
presence of early warning systems in their villages, and about 80% are satisfied with the 
EWS information systems. 
 
The programme has been effective in enrolling lot of women in the programme (30606 is 
the count for the current year). There are some innovative practices developed by partners 
for women empowerment. For example, MMS (a partner) has given loans to displaced 
families to lease land for 30 years. In such instances the loans can be given on the 
condition that land is leased either in the woman’s name or else under both husbands’ and 
wives’ names. The women also appreciated the work on health for trained birth attendants, 
monthly visit of doctors, running education classes and the flood shelter. Women’s 
happiness at being able to write their name after literacy classes is very evident. During 
floods women reported that they felt safe at flood shelters. In the flood shelters, women 
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and men remain segregated in separate rooms.  Women who had received vegetable 
seeds appreciated it and could remember the sowing patterns for the different vegetables. 
These vegetables have helped to improve household level nutrition.  
 
Furthermore, the programme has brought forward the poverty scenario of the Char 
dwellers to the attention of the government, humanitarian and development community. 
The programme has been to draw attention of major donors to commence work in the 
Char areas. Local partners enjoy trust of the community.  Long association with Oxfam has 
built the capacities of RBP partners that they are the key players in rescue and relief 
operations. The improved capacity of the partners to undertake work in the difficult context 
of the Char is evidenced by the huge amounts of funds (approx. 10 times of RBP budget) 
that have been entrusted to them through other donors.   
 
However, the implementation environment has changed significantly since RBP’s 
inception. In some cases newly arrived NGOs have replicated and are duplicating RBP 
activities. Programmes such as the CLP, funded predominantly by DfID have extensive 
financial resources and can be divisive in some activities as higher asset transfers are 
provided to non-RBP participants for the same activity. There are some other lessons 
learnt too, which are shared in paragraphs below. An important aspect is the difference 
that River Basin Programme is making only marginal improvement in the lives of poor 
people especially when comparison between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries is done. 
 
Contingency plans had been made for some villages only. During field visits the evaluation 
team observed that in the villages where plans existed, there was little evidence of their 
use by the disaster management committees during floods. Many appeared outdated and 
managed by the local NGO who kept them in their field offices. Contingency stocks are 
generally shifted to flood shelters in villages just prior to the floods. Only 28.9% 
respondents were aware of the contingency materials. 
 
The household survey shows that most of the household lose crops, cattles and small 
livestock (like goats/ sheep, etc.) during floods and all these assets were important to 
them. Among the productive assets, other major loss included land, seeds, clothes and 
agriculture equipment. This loss is marginally less in beneficiaries compared to non- 
beneficiaries. Currently, traditional systems for food storage are used and losses to insects 
and fungus are observed. When this happens, the stocks are quickly sold and are usually 
distress. The food security analysis shows that about 90% of the families (both 
beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries) did not have food from their own production up to 
even one month.  
 
The finding further shows that comparison between access to toilets during and non-flood 
season has decreased from 70% to 50%. About 53.3% people defecate in open during 
flood compared to 32.2% in non-flood. During FGDs in many villages, people reported 
open defecation at the time of floods. The numbers of latrines constructed are few in 
number as compared to the entire population of a village. During floods even fewer latrines 
are available and most of those that are not elevated are usually damaged or filled with 
sand.  
 
Livelihood interventions are mostly agriculturally orientated, which tend to discriminate 
against landless people (or those with poor access) and those who have to shift regularly 
(these are usually also the most vulnerable). However, it further needs to be probed that 
how the landless that were supported got benefited since evaluation team did not find any 
concrete evidence. The cash for work programme constitutes an important strategy for 
recovery and providing income to meet basic needs. But women told that they are not 

Oxfam GB Bangladesh, RBP-DRR Evaluation Report, June 2008                                           Page 5 of 37 



Final Report- For Country Director and Country Programme Staff sign off 

aware of it, though appreciated the initiative. And the wage rate has remained stagnant for 
last 4 years. 
 
Most people preferred raised individual homesteads to construction of community flood 
shelters. The latter faces problems of donation of land (a valued commodity). Also most of 
the flood shelters visited did not subscribe to Sphere standards in terms of the number of 
latrines or tube wells. There would normally be only 2-4 latrines that were clogged with 
human excreta and 1-2 tube wells to service a population of several hundred (depending 
on the char) during the floods. There was inconsistency in usage of flood shelters. In some 
places, these were packed with people during floods and there was not sufficient place for 
all the people of the village let alone livestock. In other cases they were hardly used, as 
there were enough raised homesteads where people could take shelter along with their 
assets. In many villages there was a demand for elevated graveyards. Normally dead 
bodies would float in the water (a distressing sight for people) and either flow into the sea 
with the receding waters or else families would have to pay a high sum to transport the 
bodies of their relatives to the mainland where they could get a decent burial.  The local 
governments also have funds related to construction of culvert, roads and bridges and but 
there was no inter-linkage between the disaster management committees and the UP on 
different infrastructure initiatives that could benefit the community. There is high 
dependency on the NGOs   
 
Field visit shows that women play a key role in preparing for the floods in terms of 
household stocks and flood preparedness etc., but this does not seem to have translated 
into an improved status for them in the overall community 
 

Based on the findings of this learning exercise, the following recommendations for the 
programme are suggested.  
 
Re-orient RBP  
In view of the change in external context, especially for the activities of the newly arrived 
NGOs & Char Livelihoods Project and to ensure programme’s longer-term pertinence and 
“added value”, there is a need to develop a long-term vision for disaster risk reduction 
activities.  

 
Undertake Climate Risk Analysis   
Bangladesh is considered as one of the countries that will suffer most from the impact of 
climate change and many people are likely to be climate refugees. Hence  risk 
assessments with climate change elements should be the basis of programming. 
Methodology of assessment should be well understood by partners and disaster 
management committees. Risk assessments should also be used for preparing 
contingency planning and develop work & activity plans (for e.g., where to raise shelters 
and up to what heights etc.)   
 
Strengthen Disaster Management Committees  
Disaster management committees need to develop vision for their villages that should look 
beyond their groups and include all village level activities (not just disasters).  The roles 
and responsibilities of VDMC members (a/c to gender) needs to be clarified, ensure level 
of representation to the wider community, build capacity to create awareness and training 
them on different issues like stock procurement and management and publicise what they 
do and achieve, how they are appointed and tenure ship period. Learning and exchange 
visits between VDMC can be planned, especially during post floods for reflecting lesson 
learned to guide them in future preparedness activities. The committees can also formulate 
disaster plans and agreements between inter-community, especially in cases, where 
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communities are located close to one another or where one community has all the high 
land and would be a natural point of evacuation. The committees can also monitor flood 
levels by using signals like coloured flags between communities in lower lying areas/higher 
up in the Char. Management of contingency stocks to the committees can also be explored 
to increase their autonomy and independence. The committees can also support local 
government in preparation of disaster preparedness plans/ strategies.  
 
Measures to Improve Preparedness 
Activities like increasing DRR awareness at schools – educate the young on this topic and 
among the general community should be introduced. Examples could be communicating 
preparedness plans in a user friendly manner (visual and audio media compared to 
written, given the low literacy levels), use songs, adapt games like Risk Land game to the 
local context and language, participatory analysis with the community on which assets 
(livestock, schools etc) need to be protected, height of plinths, appropriate location of flood 
shelters and services (latrines and water sources), etc. Training in first aid in the capacity 
building of the disaster management committees can also be introduced. 
 
Early Warning Systems (EWS) 
EWS Messages should contain information about the quantity and expected duration of 
rainfall, as this information is crucial to people’s decision making. If local methods of floods 
warning are considered effective then better understanding should be developed and 
these should be used more widely. In case warnings turn out to be false or if the impact is 
other than what is broadcast, local NGOs must properly debrief with committee members 
so that ‘false alarms’ do not undermine the credibility of EWS and local NGO staff.  
 
Appropriate agriculture practices 
The government, media and other actors appreciate RBP’s char agricultural activities. 
However, the team also feels that some additional innovations can be introduced, 
especially in view of climate change phenomenon. Examples can be other valuable dry 
land crops in the area that will also suit chars, technology for saving women’s time and 
labour (like machines for threshing maize, etc.), appropriate storage facilities (e.g. raised 
silos) for food & seed to reduce loss to insects and water during floods, demo plots on 
leguminous fodder grass (that will also improve soil productivity), etc.   
 
Re-visiting Cash for Work modalities 
Cash for Work that forms an important component of employment during Monga period 
should be analysed on the number of days work required and payment rates, particularly 
when it is accepted that government rate is not sufficient to meet basic needs and has 
remain stagnant for last 4 years. 
 
Capacity building of partners and local community  
Capacity building need analysis of partners is required and strategy to develop their 
capacities. The evaluation team is of the view that capacity building needs are more at the 
field level rather targeting at the higher levels within the partner organisations. Better 
monitoring (especially technical support and regular field visit) from Oxfam is required.    
More research needs to be done by Oxfam and partners on innovative costs effective 
technologies. Learning’s from other partners, programmes and international organisations 
on DRR also needs to be disseminated to partners and this will also help in ensuring 
feeling of one ‘RBP’ family.  
 
Migration 
Analysis of major issues facing migrant workers and options for improvement is required. 
Examples can be skill enhancement for men and developing systems to ensure safe 
transfer of remittances to the household. This could also facilitate the engagement of 
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women in their household financial activities and reduce the pressure to earn money to 
repay the loan taken to finance their husband’s travel to earn money in cyclone areas. 
 
Access to Basic Services  
Systems for monitoring of the constructed latrines & tube wells are required and can be 
done by VDMC. The objective is to ensure maintenance and use during different times. 
Construction of ring/slab toilets can be also promoted as a livelihood activity for groups. 
Ways to access water from structures that can be removed before the floods (for example, 
a wind up roll of tubing that can be used to erect a temporary water pipeline) can be 
devised. Awareness all tube wells and latrines are “capped” prior to the floods to avoid 
contamination/ blockage and wastewater is removed from around tube wells should be 
continued, as this is a good practice. Linkages should be strengthening with the Upazilla 
Parishad and other NGO programmes working on sanitation.  
 
Producer and Savings Groups 
More emphasis is required for female producer groups and gender sensitive activities, 
female activities and off farm activities. Market analysis (including financial and other 
benefits) to check the viability of identified off farm activities and promotion of more 
businesses for producer groups.  

 
The usefulness of savings vis-à-vis loans needs to be analysed. Especially options to 
reduce debt burden should be explored, particularly after understanding the role of savings 
group in reducing household vulnerability during floods and MONGA period. The current 
loans are of small amount and not sufficient to meet recovery needs like buying cattle and 
goats.  Different options can be giving joint loans (husband and wife); giving larger loans to 
cover the agriculture period, establishing linkages between inter group e.g. investing the 
income from producer groups in savings groups or turning a savings group into a producer 
group (say give a shallow well engine on part subsidy and part loan to a savings group 
which could be rented by the hour and allow them to make a profit and repay their loan). 
 
The criteria for selection of certain producer groups/individuals should be clear to its 
members as well as other people. Given its limited resources options for sharing of assets 
or reaching out to maximum number of people need to be worked out. The promotion and 
relevance of men’s savings groups needs to be reviewed since there is apparent lack of 
interest by men in this activity 
 
Plinth raising and other structures (including Watsan) 
Sizes and heights of the plinths and homestead need review, in view of climate change 
impact and increasing/ uncertainty over disasters.  An option is to have 2-3 different sizes 
depending on the size of family/livestock etc so that there is flexibility in the programme 
design. Further the existing elevated homesteads will require maintenance and protection  
(for e.g., through tree plantation).  Especially for flood shelters, the appropriate area needs 
to be decided in consultation with the community and efforts need to be made to motivate 
people to donate land for the same. Where flood shelters are used during floods, there is 
an urgent need to ensure adequate number of latrines and tube wells. 
 
Targeting of Villages and Families 
The programme needs to review its selection criteria for villages based on vulnerability 
factors by grading 2. Based on the grades, an action plan can be prepared and used for 
impact analysis and programme progress reports. Targeting criteria needs to be clear 
especially for vulnerable/ poor people who are excluded from cash for work programmes 
and are brought into the loop either through exploring activities suitable for their level of 

                                                 
2 The villages can be graded according to capacity and poverty and opportunities 
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capacity (e.g. non-manual activities or giving them cash directly). Innovations like issue of 
simple ID cards for RBP beneficiaries so that they can access all benefits even if they shift 
Chars or have to become participants of different NGOs implementing RBP can be 
introduced.  
 
Gender 
Programme strategies should be designed after conducting gender analysis to get clarity 
on the gender division of roles & responsibilities, and help in ameliorating gender 
hierarchies. For example, possibilities can be explored to encourage women in non-
stereotypical roles & productive activities (traders in haats (rural markets)) monitoring of 
government safety nets, etc. Oxfam also need to influence partners that they have both 
men and women field workers visiting the field – and that women are recruited in key 
positions  (technical as well as management positions). 
 
Advocacy  
There is a need to lobby and coordinate closely with key agencies (especially DfID and 
CARE) to ensure coverage3 and reduce divisive implementation methodologies. Some of 
the advocacy issues could be:  
• Need for a Char Development Plan that will map out the vision for the entire Char 

population and area. Partners felt that their ability to reach out to the whole Char is 
limited and that there should be a plan for this in coordination with different donors. 
Oxfam could take a lead role in this process and negotiating with donors like DfID, 
which are pumping in huge funds but in a top down manner in a very short period of 
time. Previously two stakeholder forums: Char Alliance and River Basin Development 
Group had been formed but these have weakened over time. This is creating problems 
at field level and there is no space for partners to question or give feedback on this 
process.  

• Use of Government emergency funds for relief and preparedness activities and how 
assistance could be improved during disasters.  

• Create awareness at the VDMC and UP level on Disaster Standing Orders and their 
relevance during disasters 

• Single Monitoring Information System, which keeps track of beneficiaries under 
different programmes of different donors in a single village. 

                                                 
3 Especially the Chars that are the most vulnerable and are receiving support 
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1 Background  
 
Oxfam GB’s (OGB) River Basin Programme has been running in the Ganges-
Brahmaputra-Meghna basin in India, Bangladesh and Nepal, since 1999. That the 
programme covers three countries brings challenges around promoting cooperation 
between governments, between communities and between programme staff, and at the 
same time, brings opportunities for learning and experimenting  new ways of working.   
 
Bangladesh is a living delta of South Asia. It is mainly composed of the floodplains and 
delta of three rivers, the Brahmaputra/Jamuna, Ganges, Padma and Meghna as they flow 
from the Himalayas to the Bay of Bengal. High population growth forces the poor and 
landless to colonise Char4 areas in the riverine areas. Chars are particularly prone to 
floods, which increase the precariousness of people’s lives by wiping out their assets and 
pushing them deeper into poverty.  In 1997, OGB initially started the Integrated Char 
Development Programme. But the massive flooding in 1998 and response activities lead to 
development of a regional River Basin Programme (RBP) that formally started from late  
1999.  
 
The programme objectives  are: 
• Reduce  vulnerability of the poorest communities to floods in most flood affected areas  
• Increase  Oxfam’s partners and  community preparedness to respond to flood  
• Enhance livelihoods options of the flood affected people (Char dwellers) 
• Influence to change policies and practices to reduce  vulnerabilities of the poorest 

communities 
 
Profile of the River Basin Programme 
• Programme Coverage- 8 districts  
• Number of Partners- 11 
• Total Population Coverage- 300,000 
• Direct Programme Participants- 40, 000 families  
• No. of Groups- 1331 
• Male members- 364 
• Female members- 30 970 
 
Objectives of the Study 
Since the RBP has been running for nearly a decade a study was conducted in the region 
to gauge programme impact and visualise the way forward. This study aimed to:  
 
a) 

b) 

c) 

                                                

Analyze existing hazards and vulnerabilities of different livelihood groups, especially of 
vulnerable groups  
Review implemented interventions (both at community and household levels) and their 
impacts (social, economic and environmental) to reduce/ minimize flood risks amongst 
the vulnerable groups, taking into account gender and diversity needs 
Suggest appropriate interventions based on the review and potential impact that can 
inform future programmes and campaigns 

 
 
 
 

 
4 Char lands are the sandbars that emerge as islands within the river channel or as attached land to the 
riverbanks as a result of the dynamics of erosion and accretion in the rivers of Bangladesh.  
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2. Methodology of the Study  
 
The map below shows the geographical coverage of the RBP along with the 11 partner 
NGOs. The study took place in Gaibandha and Sirajgonj districts in the working areas of 4 
partners: SKS, GUK, SSUS and MMS.  
 

[Map Removed] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Process  
• Development of qualitative and quantitative (household survey questionnaire) analysis 

tools by Regional Centre DRR adviser  with inputs from Oxford based DRR team and 
M&E specialist  

• Selection of a multidisciplinary 3-member team from Oxford and India with 
specialisation in DRR, Food Security, Livelihoods and Gender  

• 2 districts and 9 villages were randomly selected. A total of 183 households were 
selected in 9 villages consisting 90 HH from the beneficiaries and 93 HH from the non-
beneficiaries. Selected beneficiaries were from the same village and hence had similar 
social, economic and political backgrounds.  The objective to identify non-beneficiaries 
was to identify assess the impact of the programme and change that Oxfam aspires in 
its programming. 

 
              Table 1: Number of households visited in different villages 

Name of 
Org. 

District Name of village RBP HH Non RBP HH Total 

North Khatiamari 10 10 20 
Chandanshar 10 13 23 

 
GUK 

East Batikamari 10 10 20 
Jigabari 09 11 20 SSUS 
Taluk Belka 10 10 20 
Vajondanga 10 10 20 SKS 

 
Gaibandha 

East Gabgachi 10 10 20 
MMS Sirajgonj Bagutia 10 10 20 
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  Hatgorjan 10 10 20 
 
• Team of 8 partner staff conducted the household questionnaires while 4 people from 

the evaluation team conducted 18-20 FGD5  
• Debrief meeting with representatives of all project partners and OGB RBP team 
• Household Data analysis using SPSS by Oxford team  
• Analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data and compilation of the report.  
 
Limitations and Constraints 
• High expectations of the villagers to get further relief as well as ‘hovering’ presence of 

local field staff may have reduced the openness of discussion (the team did make 
efforts to reduce this)  

• Although there were 2-3 translators with the team during fieldwork their translation 
competency was varying which sometimes hampered communication and may have 
caused misinterpretation.    

• Large geographical distances meant that only 9 villages could be covered in the given 
time. This report makes recommendations for the RBP (which covers a vast area) on 
the basis of this sample size. 

 
Lessons learned  
• Random selection of villages, communities and beneficiaries was a good strategy  
• The selection of competent translators is important 
• Evening debrief sessions promoted team building and encouraged partner staff to be 

more open with their feedback/ comments on the programme   
• Clarifying the questionnaire before field testing is important to ensure that all that all 

questions are understood and culturally sensitive questions/options are modified 
• Good Team planning and work segregation ensured that different members of the 

team covered different thematic areas and also managed to speak to a range of people 
to get an overall picture of the Char and RBP within it. 

• Duration of study was too short to collect the information properly. 
• Moving of staff in team from one organization to another organization help reduce 

biasness 
 
3.  Vulnerability Context of the Char  
 
“My house has been swept away 18 times by floods since 1982. I cannot explain to you in 
words what it means to lose your house,” Afsaruddin (Uttar Khatiamari village,) 
 
Prevailing Poverty in the Chars 
Natural disasters like recurrent floods frequently disrupt the lives of poor char dwellers. 
There are two types of chars: (1) An ‘attached’ char  (adjacent to the mainland); (2) An 
‘extreme’ char (isolated from the mainland). In the latter, lack of access to basic services, 
neglect by the Government officials, limited livelihoods opportunities and extreme gender 
inequality further exacerbate people’s hardships. The box below provides a glance at 

economic indicators in the Chars. some of the low socio-    
6 

  
                                                 
5 FGDs was conducted with the members of savings groups, producers groups & local elected representatives. 
Interviews with Dy. Commissioner of Gaibandha, staff of Char Livelihoods Programme supported by DfID & 
Govt 
6 Source of National Data: World Bank Report 2006 & Source of Char Data: Baseline Report & Presentation by 
Farid Hassan, Programme Manager, RBP to the Team  
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Impact of the Floods on Households 

Socio-economic indicators in the Chars 
⇒ 
⇒ 
⇒ 
⇒ 
⇒ 

⇒ 

                                                

Literacy Rate of population 10+ years: Men- 28.6% & Women- 20.7% 
45.3% of children go to school vis-à-vis a National average of 93.4% 
21.7% children drop out of school vis-à-vis National average of 10-12% 
60% of households face severe food insecurity for 2 months 
8.6% of households have access to improved sanitation as compared to 48% at 
National level 
48% households on average are in debt 

A large 
percentage 
of the Chars 
get flooded 
annually 
resulting in 
riverbank 
erosion and 
widening of 
the river channel. The enormity of the situation is evident by the fact that only from 1981 to 
1993, a total of about 729,000 people were displaced7. Flooding often results in multiple 
losses in terms of: (a) lives of productive household members, as well as children and 
elderly; (b) livelihood assets such as productive lands, livestock, poultry, tools, standing 
crops, fodder, household items, clothing, savings and seeds; (c) employment opportunities 
(d) infrastructure such as roads, houses and basic services – such as water systems and 
latrines;  (e) representation and access to rights, from the loss of key documents. The 
impact of such losses on a frequent basis (for some annual or even more) is a reduction in 
food and livelihood security and consequent increase in poverty. It is not unusual for 
households severely affected by floods to move location – either on the same char, to 
another village on the same char or to a completely new char. In this essence, char 
poverty is perpetuated and is ever increasing; as households are perpetually reacting to 
the floods just after recuperating lost assets from the previous flood.  
 
Char population isolation and lack of basic services  
Generally the Char people are isolated from the mainland due to lack of an adequate 
transportation system and a physical communication network8. The government extension 
services and basic services like health and education facilities are practically non-existent. 
57% of the Chars do not have primary schools9. There are no Primary Health Centres and 
qualified doctors. In most places, the nearest hospital is on average 3 hours distance by 
boat. Indeed it is not surprising that most of the powerful landowners and moneylenders 
who wield considerable influence in the community prefer to reside in the mainland and 
only visit the Chars, occasionally. Government officials rarely visit the Chars citing the 
expense and lack of adequate transportation facilities. Hence, the Char population remains 
a hidden and forgotten community.  
 
Livelihoods of the Char People  
Most families seek out a living through a combination of livelihood strategies that includes 
agriculture, livestock rearing, daily labour, fishing and migration to mainland areas. Family 
size on average ranges from 6-8 members: grandparents, son and wife and their children. 
Men migrate to mainland areas leaving behind women to take care of the children and the 
elderly (in some extreme cases, girls are also sent out to work as domestic help). Usually 
men take loans in order to migrate and engage in low paid labour under harsh conductions 
in the mainland areas. Back in the village their wives engage in labour to pay off the loans. 
Since agriculture is the mainstay of livelihoods, land is a valued commodity over which 
there are many disputes. Generally poor people tend to own 3-4 bighas of land (approx. 1 
acre) as opposed to 60 bighas (approx. 20 acres) owned on average by landlords10. In 

 
7 Source: Oxfam GB RBP Basic Service Delivery Advocacy Review Report by Prof. Naseem Akhter Hussain 
and Shah Abdus Salam (December 2007) 
8 This is true mostly for extreme Chars 
9 Source: Presentation by Farid Hassan on RBP 
10 Based on the discussions with NGO partners 

Oxfam GB Bangladesh, RBP-DRR Evaluation Report, June 2008                                           Page 13 of 37 



Final Report- For Country Director and Country Programme Staff sign off 

such a situation loss of land after a flood is a very painful experience for people. Landless 
people engage in various share cropping practices and daily wage labour.  
 
Status of Women in the Char 
The status of women in the Char is very low. While  birth of a boy is heralded with an 
announcement to the entire village from the loudspeaker of local mosque, the birth of a girl 
is greeted by silence. Girls are generally married at the age of 11 years and bear their first 
child at the tender age of 12-15 years. According to baseline data only 4.4% women 
receive post-natal care and 10.6% women receive antenatal care. Women face the double 
burden of housework under regular conditions and striving to save their families during 
floods. Their mobility outside the village is extremely restricted as are their livelihood 
options. They are paid less  wages rates than men for wage labour because of the 
prevalent belief that men engage in more physically demanding labour. According to 
baseline date, 13% of women are physically tortured in their homes. This figure is likely to 
be much higher since violence against women is not discussed openly in the community. 
Men are the members of an informal group in the village known as ‘Shaalish’, which settles 
marital and other disputes. Although women vote and have a 30% reservation quota in the 
local self-government body, the Union Parishad (UP), their presence remains mere 
tokenism and men take decisions.  
 
Excessive dependence on NGOs 
Weak governance structures means that in disaster and other times Char people look 
towards NGOs, local moneylenders and landowners for most help. The community does 
not organise to demand better accountability from their elected leaders and instead 
remains overly dependent on the local NGOs.  
 
To conclude, in the face of their overwhelming hardships people of the Char remain 
resilient and resourceful. Social capital is strong in the community and mostly people try 
and ensure the safety of the elderly and disabled in disaster times.  
  
4.  Demographic Profile of the Respondents 
 
Household Size, Age and Sex Composition of HH members 
The average household size for the survey household for beneficiary population is 5 
people per family and for majority of households (both beneficiaries and non beneficiaries) 
have between 4–6 household members. Elderly people make very small composition of 
the population highlighting a very low life expectancy rate and very low access to health 
services.  
 
Table 2: Household size, age and sex composition of household members 

 Beneficiary Non Beneficiary 
Demographic Variable Frequency  Percentage Frequency Percentage 
Number of HH Members N=90  N=90  
1 to 3 people 
4 to 6 people 
7 to 9 people 
10 to 12 people 
 

14 
58 
15 
3 

15.6 
64.4 
16.7 
3.3 
 

23 
48 
19 
2 

24.7 
51.6 
20.4 
2.2 

 
Table 3: Age structure of respondents 

Beneficiary Non Beneficiary  
Age Structure  Frequency  

(n=90) 
Percentage Frequency   

(n=90) 
Percentage 

0 – 5 years 43 47.8 42 45.2 
6 – 17 years 48 29 52 55.9 
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18 – 59 years 81 46 86 92.5 
=/>60 years 8 6 6 6.5 

Data for school attendance was collected for children aged between 6–17 years. Results 
show that both for beneficiary and non-beneficiaries regular school attendance is 
marginally higher for boys than girls. However, there is a difference between school 
attendance for beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries which points understanding importance 
among beneficiaries on education and sending children to schools. For both cases drop 
out rates appear to be higher for boys than for girls.  
 
Table 4: Comparison between male and female school attendance and Drops 
 Beneficiareis Non Beneficiareis 
Attendance 
Male 47.8 % 38.7% 
Female 41.1 % 34.4% 
Drop Outs 
Male 10 % 8.6% 
Female 4.4% 6.5% 
 
The commonly cited reasons for dropout for male and female are lack of interest in 
schools, working at home and lack of money.  
 
2% of the respondents had a disabled household member. The disabled members are at 
all age group and have equal representation of male and female members.  
 
Characteristics of household heads 
The household head is defined as the member of the household who manages household 
activities, makes most decisions and takes responsibility for all household-related matters. 
Most of the household heads (more than 90%) are aged between 8-59 years. Only 8 % 
households are considered to be elderly headed households. There was one child-headed 
households among the survey respondents in the beneficiary population. Distribution of 
male and female headed household are: for beneficiary population- male 55.6 % and 
female: 44.4%; non beneficiary-male– 69% and female–30.1%. The female-headed 
households are mainly due to seasonal out-migration of men, which creates “de facto” 
female-headed households. Men are migrating to work in cities, while their wives work in 
the household fields and take care of the family. Functional literacy levels of the household 
heads were also investigated in the study. 45.6% of the beneficiary household heads and 
38.7% non-beneficiaries heads reported that they were able to read or write in any 
language. This again highlights the fact of importance of education for beneficiaries 
assisted by Oxfam partners.  
 
Table 5: Age, sex, marital status and education of household heads 

Beneficiary Non Beneficiary 
Variable 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 
Age Group N=90  N=90  

6 - 17 years 1 1.1 - - 

18 – 59 years 83 92.2 84 90.3 
=/>60 years 6 6.7 8 8.6 

Sex N=90  N=90  
Male 50 55.6 65 69.9 
Female 40 44.4 28 30.1 

Marital Status N=90  N=90  
Married 86 95.6 86 92.5 
Divorced 1 1.1 2 2.2 
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Living apart, not divorced 3 3.3 3 3.2 
Widow/ Widower   1 1.1 

 
5. Pre-Flooding Situation 
 
Increasing vulnerability to floods and changing flood patterns 
Discussions with the community in Krishnamoni village revealed that in their opinion their 
vulnerability to floods was increasing as their livelihood activities were becoming less 
financially productive. Over time their land was becoming sandier and losing fertility 
(needing more and more irrigation) and price inflation was making it difficult for them to 
make ends meet. Accordingly to a recently released Bangladesh Bank Annual Report for 
the July 2006 - June 2007 fiscal year wage rates increased by only 4.5 percent compared 
to 9.8 percent the previous year. At the same time the prices of essential foods have 
increased by as much as 27 percent over the past four months alone.  
 
A Timeline was made in discussion with the community and the details are as below: 

Year Disaster Impact 
1990 Cyclone Bad 
1991 OK OK 
1992 Drought Bad 
1993 Drought Very Bad 
1994 OK OK 
1995 Drought Very Bad 
1996 Flood Very Bad (lasting more than 4 months) 
1997 OK OK 
1998 Alarming Flood Very Bad 
1999 Drought Bad 
2000 Drought Bad 
2001 OK OK 
2002 OK OK 
2003 Flood Very bad 
2004 Flood Bad 
2005 Flood Bad 
2006 Flood Bad 
2007 Flood Very Bad  

 
The table for the last 17 years showed that 5 years were ‘ok’ (‘normal flooding i.e. river is 
inundated and water is standing uptil 6”- this is good for crops); 7 years were bad (flooding, 
loss of livestock, water for 10-20 days, no loss of house and); 6 years were very bad 
(death, loss of house, livestock, clothes, long duration- 2 months, no food). People felt that 
flood pattern has changed.  Earlier they used to experience floods for 15 days in a year but 
now they are uncertain about the pattern as well as frequency e.g. last year there were two 
periods of flooding for 2 weeks at a time. 
 
Household Livelihood Situation 
Household income sources and livelihood strategy 
Households engage in various activities to maintain their livelihoods. The nature of these 
activities varies depending on the availability of assets, resources, labour, skills, and 
gender among other factors. Within the household, members perform different activities to 
contribute to “household livelihood security”.  
 
The quantitative survey findings indicates: 
• Casual labour is the most important source of income (41% beneficiaries and 38% non 

beneficiaries) and remittance (around 30%) 
• Livestock production/ sales is the other important source (20% beneficiaries and non 

beneficiaries) 
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• Vegetable production and sales is the third important component (32.2% beneficiaries 
and 28% non beneficiaries) 

  
During the focus group discussions most of the people said that with increasing land 
infertility paddy cultivation is becoming more and more difficult. As a result, maize was 
successfully introduced to the area under RBP and has been taken up on a large scale by 
both RBP as well as non-RBP beneficiaries. This is beneficial because for the same area 
of land maize yield is slightly higher than paddy11; maize cultivation requires less water 
than paddy cultivation and; price for maize is also slightly higher per kilo compared to 
paddy12. Mainly, women do maize harvesting. One of the negative outcomes is that grain 
picking is extremely time consuming and grazes hands with nicks and cuts. The other 
major problem as articulated by village inhabitants was lack of access to irrigation water, 
the pumps and pipes necessary to undertake this activity. They have loan pumps at a very 
high rate of Tk 200 per hour. They need to water their fields at least 4 times in a season 
and for at least half a day, as it is very sandy. The cost of irrigating a small field of maize is 
4,000 Tk and the value of the harvest 6,000 Tk. Fodder shortages for livestock was also 
cited as a key problem.  
 
Given the reducing returns from agriculture migration is another key livelihood strategy. At 
least one man from each family migrates to the mainland whether it is Chittagong, Dhaka 
or the district headquarters in search of work (women, elders and children stay back in the 
village). Men mostly engage in low paid work as rickshaw pullers, daily labourers etc. They 
suffer exploitation by large labour traders; often their hard earned money is robbed on the 
way back to their villages and they lack skills that would enable them to engage in more 
remunerative work. 
 
Food Security Indicators  
Food sources, stock and consumption 
Three indicators relating to food security were derived from the household survey: (i) food 
sources, (ii) number of months a household’s food from own production can last and, (iii) 
number of meals eaten per day (for adults and adolescents). The survey data indicated 
that a majority of the households rely on these food sources for last 3 months: 
 
Table 7: Sources of Food during last 3 months 

Sources of Food Beneficiaries (%) Non Beneficiaries (%) 

Own harvest 7.8 7.5

Casual Labour 41.1 45.2

Borrowing 18.9 14.0

Gift 2.2 -

Purchase 10.0 16.1

Food Assistance 13.3 8.6

Other 6.7 8.6
The agriculture harvest has increasing becoming unsuitable for the area. The further 
analysis of the own source of harvest shows that about 90% of the families (both 
beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries) did not have food from their own production up to 
even one month.  
  
                                                 
11 1 bigha11 of land yields 6-quintals of paddy as opposed to 8-10 quintals of maize (3 bighas=1 acre) 
12 Tk10/kg and Tk 11.25/kg respectively 
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Table 8: Household food stock for next few months 
Beneficiaries Non Beneficiaries Indicators Category 

% % 
None 87.8 88.2 
Up to one month 11.1 9.7 
Enough for 2-3 
months - 1.1 

Food Stock 

Enough for 4 
months - 1.1 

 
There is a need to think how food security situation can be improved, especially when 
there is no major difference between food security status of beneficiaries and non-
beneficiaries. 
 
Meal consumption patterns 
As with the, ‘amount of food from own production’ indicator, ‘meals per day’ indicator 
appears to generate credible information on the different levels of vulnerability of survey 
population sample. Results indicate that:  
 
Table 9: Meal consumption by respondents a day before the survey 

Beneficiaries Non beneficiaries 
Adults Adolescents Adults Adolescents Indicator Category 

% % % % 

1 22.2 2 1.1 22.2 

2 62.2 44 67.7 62.2 
3 15.6 43 31.2 15.6 

Meals per 
day 

4 - 1 - - 

 
This finding also suggests a deliberate shift in consumption by adults and children to 
ensure survival during this period of food insecurity. There is some difference between the 
meal consumption of adolescent between the beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries.  
 
Land Access  
Among the beneficiaries 53.3% had lands and out of which 38.9% are planted. For non –
beneficiaries, 50% had their lands and out of which 43% reported planted. The major 
reason for non-plantation is that lands are eroded (due to river erosion) and financial 
resources. In fact, lack of land access and illegal land ownership is one of the biggest 
problems facing the char inhabitants and contributes significantly to their poverty. A lot of 
the land on the chars is Government land (khaash land), but it has been appropriated 
illegally. The Government is not willing to address the issue. Various land tenure 
relationships that deviate from typical rental and share cropping agreements are used. In 
some villages people talked about killings and shootings over land disputes. In Purbi 
Bhatikamari, women reported a lot of struggles over land. If their husband dies it is 
understood that they would inherit his land but there is no transfer of papers. If the woman 
remarries she loses her right to that land. Even when she does not remarry her land is 
often usurped by her brothers-in-laws or father-in-law. She has no say in the decision to 
sell/loan land. One woman had heard of a case of joint ownership of land by man and 
woman but none of the woman had joint property ownership. They had not even seen the 
ownership papers of their husbands’ land. Women said they would feel secure if they had 
land in their names, but felt it was not possible.  
 
Household Assets 
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A major indicator for measuring economic security of a household is to estimate number of 
productive and non-productive assets owned by the household as they demonstrate the 
productive capacity of the household. Asset ownership was investigated to understand the 
different types of assets households own and also determine the extent of asset loss 
during the flood season. The distribution of these two asset categories is presented in the 
table below. Ownership of the assets types indicate that beneficiaries were marginally 
better as compared to the non –beneficiaries for few assets. The reason for this could be 
that beneficiaries had access to better employment opportunities through the programme. 
 
Table 10: Asset ownership   

Beneficiaries Non-Beneficiares  
Types of Assets 

N=90 % N=93 % 

Fishing nets 7 7.8 5 5.4 

Fishing boats 1 1.1 1 1.1 

Canoes 5 5.6 4 4.3 

Seeds 14 15.6 19 20.4 

Rickshaw/van - - 1 1.1 

Ox cart 1 1.1 1 1.1 

Wood tree 20 22.2 13 14 

Jewellery 11 12.2 9 9.7 

Cooking utensils 83 92.2 89 95.7 

Radio 9 10 2 2.2 

Motorbike - - - - 

Mobile phone 3 3.3 6 6.5 

Television   1 1.1 

Bed/mat/blankets 56 62.2 52 55.9 

Bench/chairs/table 31 34.4 39 41.9 

Dwelling house 78 86.7 76 81.7 
 
Livestock ownership 
Livestock have an intrinsic value as a form of physical savings, but also some animals 
notably oxen and cattle also have productive utility in farming and income from selling milk. 
Hence the raising of livestock occupies a significant proportion of livelihoods for the 
villages that were visited. The most commonly owned type of livestock is draught 
cattle/buffalos and other cattle/buffalos. In this case too, there is no drastic difference 
between beneficiaries and non-beneficiary households. .  
 
Table 11: Livestock owned before floods 
Beneficiaries 

Respondents 
owning 

livestock 
1 – 4 5- 9 10+ 

 

n % N % N % N % 
Draught 
cattle/buffalos 41 45.6 36 40 5 12.2 - - 

Goats 45 50.0 40 44.4 3 3.3 2 2.2 

Sheep 25 27.8 25 27.8 - - - - 
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Poultry 83 92.2 26 28.9 20 22.2 37 41.1 
Non-Beneficiaries 

Respondents 
owning 

livestock 
1 - 4 5- 9 10+ 

 

n % N % N % N % 
Draught 
cattle/buffalos 45 48.4 42 45.2 3 3.2 - - 

Goats 36 38.7 35 37.6 1 1.1 -- - 

Sheep 20 21.5 18 19.4 2 2.2 - - 

Poultry 69 74.2 20 21.5 21 22.6 28 30.1 
 
Families raise different type of livestock for different reasons. For example qualitative data 
indicates that cows and buffalos are important in the agricultural system as draught power, 
ploughing, transport and dung. The dung is used as fuel in villages as there is a general 
shortage of firewood. Access to sufficient quantities of fodder and outbreak of animal 
diseases are ongoing problems for livestock production and flooding exacerbates the 
problem. 
 
Borrowing and Credit 
Borrowing is an extremely important coping strategy for rural households. Households 
borrow from different sources and for different reasons and in particular to meet basic 
needs and invest in other activities. Survey finding shows that respondents who borrowed 
in last 4 months were 76% for beneficiary and 73% for non-beneficiary and from different 
sources.  
Beneficiaries  
• 40% took money from the NGO supported groups 
• 23% from friends and relatives 
• 12% from the money lenders 
 Non -beneficiaries 40% took money from friends and relatives 
• 20% from the moneylenders  
• 10% from NGOs 
  
This analysis further shows that there is a significant difference between the sources 
among beneficiaries and non –beneficiaries. Many beneficiary households appreciated the 
loan provided through the partner supported savings and credit groups. 
 
In-addition, Oxfam and partners have formed different groups under the River Basin 
Programme. Producer groups are linked to livelihoods activities, for e.g. group sharing of 
shallow well engines, vegetable cultivation etc while the savings groups save small sums 
of money weekly with the local NGO (which in turn deposits money in the bank ensuring a 
6% rate of interest).  The two groups do not have any linkages and mostly are unaware of 
the existence/role of the other.  
 
Producer Groups 
The producer groups appeared to be successful. Members of producer groups who had 
got bore wells and shallow well engines; vegetable plots etc. expressed a high degree of 
satisfaction. However, other people in the village were not too clear as to why a particular 
group or individual had received these benefits and they had been left out. It was also not 
clear how the benefits were given to one producer group would benefit other groups, 
individuals and/or the entire village. For example, a member of a producer group of 15 
individuals that had received a shallow well engine to pump out irrigation water said that 
they later planned to share the engine with other members of the community. There was 
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no clear strategy on how this would be achieved since the engine did not appear to be 
sufficient even for those 15 members. Another issue is that since the engines are 
expensive their demand far outweighs the supply through the project. Currently the 
engines are being given for free along with the drilling of boreholes to beneficiaries.  
 
Another example is of the vegetable plots that have been developed on people’s 
homesteads. Women who had received training could accurately remember the sowing 
patterns for the different vegetables. These vegetables have helped improve household 
level nutrition. A trader in Kunderpara said that these vegetables were of very good quality 
and in future he would like to procure them and sell them in Gaibandha district market. 
This would need to be carefully monitored through the programme to ensure that selling for 
cash does not negatively impact family nutrition especially for women.  

 
Savings Groups 
In most villages, male savings group had not functioned for months – they do not seem to 
meet or save regularly. Men whose wives were part of savings groups were ignorant about 
the role of these groups. In the women’s savings groups, women could state the name of 
their group. However though they stated that they deposit weekly sums, but the register of 
the group showed infrequent savings and no loans. In one village women said that when 
they need a loan they approach the local NGO field staff and inform them of their need. 
Thereafter the NGO staff calls for a meeting in which the decision on the loan is taken. 
This demonstrated excessive dependence of the group on the NGO. The local NGO staff 
took the minutes of each meeting but besides a record of the attendance and the money 
deposited by each member there were no other records of proceedings. Women were not 
too clear about the role of a savings group or its rules. Only few women remembered how 
much money was deposited in their name thus far. However the women said that the 
money deposited gives them a feeling of security. 
 
Access to Basic Services (Sanitation, Drinking Water, Health and Education) 
The RBP has had an impact wherein sanitation and drinking water facilities have been 
introduced on a large scale through construction of latrines and tube wells. About 70% of 
beneficiaries had access to latrines compared to the non-beneficiaries. However in many 
households it was not very clear if latrines were being used or not (many were in a state of 
disuse or poor maintenance). The community appreciated the raised tube wells, which 
allows them access to safe water during floods and reduces the time they spend fetching 
water. For example: A cluster of 3 households (one household with a disabled member) 
was given a raised tube well only a month ago. Earlier the household members had to 
walk 30 minutes to bathe in the river and 5-10 minutes to the nearest village to access 
drinking water from a tube well). The household survey also indicates more than 50% 
respondents had access to water for different purpose. 
 
Table 12: Sources of water 

Beneficiaries Non-Beneficiaries 

Bathing Cooking Drinking Washing Bathing Cooking Drinking Washing

Sources 

N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % 

Own tube well 47 52.2 52 52 52 57.8 48 53.3 47 50.5 50 53.8 50 53.8 46 49.5

Neighbour's tube well 21 23.3 38 38 38 42.2 24 26.7 23 24.7 43 46.2 43 46.2 24 25.8

River/Canal 22 24.4 - - - - 17 18.9 22 23.1 - - - - 23 24.7

Pond - - - - - - 1 1.1 1 1 - - - - - -
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As mentioned in Section 2, health and education facilities in the Chars are dismal. In 
almost every group discussion the need for health and education facilities were prioritised 
in people’s problems/suggestions for improved lives. People appreciated the initiatives by 
the local NGOs to arrange weekly visits by doctors and training of women as traditional 
birth attendants. The schools set up by NGOs were also greatly valued and people 
preferred to send their children to these schools even if there was a government school in 
the village because (a) education was free as opposed to the ‘hidden’ fees for books and 
uniforms in government schools13 (b) quality of education was good (c) admittance to the 
secondary school (where it was being run by the same NGO) was automatic. However a 
major gap in these initiatives has been the setting up of parallel systems wherein people 
have started depending completely on NGO for service delivery and are not demanding 
their rights as citizens from the government.  
 
Access to Markets 
Most people sell their goods (eggs, surplus food grains-if any, hand fans, stoves, woven 
baskets, hangers, milk, jaggery etc) either within the village or to middlemen who then go 
on to sell the goods in the markets on the mainland. People cannot sell directly on the 
mainland even though they know they would get better prices there because of (a) 
insufficient volume of goods and (b) high cost of going to the market at least 2-3 hours 
away. Also with men mostly absent, women can only sell to middlemen since they are not 
allowed to leave the village. In this scenario the establishment of ‘haats’ (village level local 
markets), which give better prices as compared to the middlemen has been a boon to the 
community. At Kunderpara the Haat had a majority of men traders. Women of the village 
said that they send their children to sell to traders in the Haat since they have restricted 
mobility due to cultural norms.  
 
The livelihood interventions under RBP are mostly agriculturally orientated, which tend to 
discriminate against landless people (or those with poor access) and those who have to 
shift regularly (these are usually also the most vulnerable). In Kunderpara village a woman 
who had been given vegetable seeds but had no land gave all her seeds to a neighbour 
who now has a vegetable patch. The woman is given vegetables in whatever quantity her 
neighbour deems fit. There is no formal understanding of how much vegetable each of the 
families can take.  
 
6. Preparedness  
 
Household preparation 
The concept of preparing for floods has been well adopted by households (99% 
respondents told that they prepared), and there is distinct difference between beneficiaries 
and non-beneficiaries. Women reported that they had learnt from the local partners the 
following: build portable stoves, save dry fuel wood and food stocks for about 5 days, 
fortify houses with bamboo sticks, save some money (some women said they could only 
save Tk20), keep aside some candles and matches and identify a raised place for their 
cattle and elderly if possible. They also keep and use ORS tablets (which they get from 
NGO) for clean water. Even women who had not attended trainings directly had picked up 
these skills from other women and were practising these.  
 
Table 6: Details of the household preparation prior to floods 

Beneficiaries Non Beneficiaries Methods used  

Frequency (n=89) Percent 

Frequency 

(n=72) Percent 

                                                 
13 This was despite a government incentive of Tk 100 for every school going child every month 
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Stocking food 57 63.3 40 43.0

Stocking food grain 3 3.3 5 5.4

Savings 2 2.2 2 2.2

Repairing house 25 27.8 20 21.5

Other 2 2.2 5 5.4
Note: many of them used multiple methods. 
 
Early Warning Systems (EWS) 
Villagers said that they get to know about floods through newspapers, radio, 
announcements on loudspeakers and government weather reports. The survey finding 
indicates that 93.3% respondents confirmed presence of early warning systems in their 
villages, and about 80% are satisfied with the EWS information systems.  Through the 
RBP, some VDMCs have been provided with radios. Some people reported that they move 
as soon as they get a warning while others said they did not move immediately. The 
reason was that the reports are not area specific nor do they specify how fast waters would 
rise. Some committees also raised the issue of trust. People try and stay at home for as 
long as possible before evacuating. Villagers reported that normally when it rains for 2 
days they don’t move but when it rains for 7 days they know they have to move.  In some 
villages people said that they put up red flags to signal that they need help. In others they 
said that they prefer a system where volunteers went to individual houses and warn them. 
On the source of EWS information system, the household survey highlights radio and 
community volunteers were the most useful. 
 
Table 13: Sources of information on the floods 
Sources of information Frequency (n=89) Percent 

Radio 32 35.6

Television 18 20.0

Print media 2 2.2

Community volunteer network 26 28.9

Telephone/Text messages 2 2.2

Other (specify) 9 10.0
 
There are also some traditional warning systems in place. Boatmen/fishermen have 
traditional warning signs: wind direction and the amount of fish in water. Some people 
monitor water levels using a stick left overnight. Depending on the height they have an 
idea of what is to come.  VDMCs provide some information/ awareness raising just before 
the floods but it was not clear whether the VDMC is recognised as part of the EWS or its 
capacity to mobilise effectively. Sufficient discussions could not take place on EWS with 
partner organisations, especially regarding their links with institutions monitoring flood 
levels and the Meteorological Department. The current early warning system cannot be 
qualified as “end to end”, as this would suppose it covers both the technological and 
societal components of warning and integrate early warning with preparedness, 
prevention, mitigation, and response within a multi-hazard framework. 
 
Contingency plans and stocks 
Contingency plans had been made for some villages and not for others. The household 
survey indicates that 65.6% respondents are aware of the village plans and 36% 
participated in these plans. About 38 % told that plans are tested regularly and reviews are 
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the most prominent methods. However, during field visits the evaluation team observed 
that in the villages where plans existed, there was no/ little evidence of their use by the 
VDMCs.  Many appeared outdated and managed by the local NGO who kept them in their 
field office. Stocks were generally shifted to Flood Shelters in villages just prior to expected 
floods. Only 28.9% respondents were aware of the contingency stocks and named boats 
and food. 
 
Table 14: Contingency stocks used by the community members 

Contingency stocks Frequency (n=26) Percentage 

Boats 20 22.2 

Food 6 6.7 
 
Partner NGOs demonstrated a good level of awareness in terms of their ability to plan for 
contingency stocks. They keep ready a list of service providers and their quotations so that 
they can procure stocks as soon as they need them. The procurement of contingency 
stocks and planning for the same remains concentrated at the NGO level. A visit to the 
stockroom of an NGO showed that stock keeping procedures were very basic. Medicines 
had expired and items used (3-4 months previously) had not been replenished. Oxfam 
guidelines on contingency stock taking were not being applied. 
 
Plinth raising and other structures (including Watsan)  
One of the major differences between classifications of a flood as ‘Bad’ or ‘Very Bad’ was 
whether or not houses had been lost. In this respect the RBP has had a very positive 
impact with the concept of raised homesteads, tube wells and latrines, which safeguard 
people’s homes. About 82% respondents told that they are aware of plinth raising and 70% 
respondents informed that they had raised their plinths, and majority (50%) were assisted 
by partners. Such activities have also been undertaken at a large scale in other donor-
supported programmes. This is confirmed from the findings of the survey that indicates for 
non-beneficiaries, about 50% had raised their plinths and other NGOs supported it. 
  
However an issue was that the size of the raised homestead (35 x 40 ft) was insufficient to 
support the house as well as latrine, vegetable patch and livestock. The area of the 
homestead given under CLP (40x60 ft) was considered more suitable. The height of 5 ft 
was considered enough and people took into consideration the maximum height until 
which water rose in the past for future planning of plinth raising. But the evaluation team 
feels that in view of the increasing severity of floods whether there is a need to look at the 
heights of homestead and about 53% respondents also told that there plinth is below high 
flood levels. And for the toilets, only 23.3% told that their plinths were raised. 
 
Most people preferred raised individual homesteads to construction of community flood 
shelters. The latter faces problems of donation of land (a valued commodity). Also most of 
the flood shelters that were visited did not subscribe to Sphere standards in terms of the 
number of latrines or tube wells. There would normally be only 2-4 latrines that were 
clogged with human excreta and 1-2 tube wells to service a population of several hundred 
(depending on the char) during the floods.  There was inconsistency in usage of flood 
shelters. In some places these were packed with people during floods and there was not 
sufficient place for all the people of the village let alone livestock. In other cases they were 
hardly used, as there were enough raised homesteads where people could take shelter 
along with their assets.  
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Disaster Management Committees14 
The Disaster Management Committees consisted of Village Disaster Management 
Committee and Flood Shelter Committees. 84% respondents are aware of disaster 
management activities. About 65% respondents were aware of these committees and 9% 
were the members. Discussions with members of the VDMCs indicated that that their main 
role seems to be in the early warning system and response. They do not seem to be very 
active during non-flood season. VDMCs/ VDCS appear to be heavily supported by the 
local partner and undertake the majority of activities with the local partner (beneficiary lists, 
identification of houses to raise, distribution of assistance etc.). The NGO staff updates 
beneficiary lists as floods progress to reflect new needs and are shared with the local 
Government for their validation and also to reduce duplication with other agencies. Apart 
from the sharing of the beneficiary list – there is no additional contact with the local 
Government. When the local Government provide aid, it tends to be provided to all 
households, not targeted. 
 
There are also issues of sustainability for the various committees and the assets created. 
For example, in East Gabgachi Village the flood shelter committee members said they had 
planted 400 saplings of different trees like Raintree, Jackfruit, Mango and Eucalyptus etc. 
for wood and fruits as an income-generating project. The plan was that the flood shelter 
would not need further support from the NGO. However discussions revealed that out of 
the 11 members committee only the cashier knew some details of the amount of money 
earned so far (about Taka 30,000 -between USD 400-500 which goes back to the 
supporting NGO). The fruits were being distributed only among the VDMC members. At 
the time of the visit there were only about 30-40 trees remaining and the FSC members 
had no concrete plan for how many more trees they would like to plant or which species. 
Technical specifications for spacing and after care of saplings had also not been observed. 
There had been no change in the committee membership for the last 6 years. In addition, 
the vice president of the Shelter, a woman, was unaware of the cash for work programme 
that was ongoing at the flood shelter site. Different members gave different numbers for 
the number of people that had taken shelter during the recent floods and the register at the 
flood shelter showed a completely different set of numbers.  
 
Training and Capacity Building  
This was seen at two levels viz. partner and community. 
Partner level  
In depth discussions with partners revealed that there is a real need for tailored capacity 
building for different NGOs according to their different strengths and weaknesses. Similarly 
within NGOs training and exposure visit opportunities for field level staff are limited as 
compared to those for higher-level staff (Project Coordinators and above). Some of the 
topics that field workers expressed capacity building needs were 
- Disaster Management Refresher and specific DRR  
- Climate Change and Adaptation 
- Exchange visits and stuffy tours (how Indian authorities are promoting disaster 

management 
- Report writing 
- Gender 
- Health issues that could be integrated in RBP 
- Options for further livelihood development of Char dwellers 
- Land improvement measures for crops 
- Flood shelter construction 
- English language skills 

                                                 
14 The other groups: savings groups and producer groups formed in the villages have also been discussed in 
this section 
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Participant/beneficiary level 
About 31.1% respondents participated in the training programme and said that they had 
benefited from different trainings like vegetable cultivation; agriculture techniques, how to 
make portable stoves and good preparedness practices. However, in Jigabari village there 
was an instance where men had been sent for training on tree plantation and grafting even 
though normally women are responsible for looking after trees in the household 
compound. The men felt that it was useless for women to attend trainings because ‘women 
only come for trainings to eat lunch. They never ask any questions. It’s useless for women 
to go for trainings’.   

 
A good practice observed in some villages was the inclusion of Upzilla Parishad15 (UP) 
members, schoolteachers, imams and other decision makers in the village in trainings. 
However this was not a standard practise and needs to be taken up across the 
programme. 
      
Targeting of Villages and Families 
The 9 villages that were visited differed in terms of  
-Length of establishment 
-Frequency of flood and probability of frequent river erosion  
-Poverty level 
-Development opportunities 
-Distance from the mainland (attached and extreme Chars) 

 
The criteria for selection of villages were not clear. The attached Char of Bagutia was not 
as vulnerable as the other extreme Char villages that were visited. In Bagutia there were 
adequate education and health facilities, women could move in groups to neighbouring 
villages for work opportunities and men also had a variety of options for work including sari 
weaving. This was in stark contrast to the other villages where heath and education 
facilities were dismal, women’s mobility was greatly restricted and work opportunities 
extremely limited.  

 
Discussions with partner staff revealed that villages were chosen as per the government’s 
list of vulnerable villages. Given the predominant distrust of government services and weak 
governance in the area there needs to be a discussion on what could be a better way of 
identifying villages.  

 
Within the villages the NGO staff conducted household level surveys and thereafter chose 
beneficiaries. Beneficiaries were often not clear as to the criteria for beneficiary selection. 
Also the UP members were usually not involved in this process.  

 
In Bagutia, the elderly and disabled could not take part in the cash for work programmes 
as they found the work too physically demanding. Therefore even within the category of 
poorest of poor some vulnerable people were being left out.  
 
In Kunderpara there was a case where an old woman and her husband had been thrown 
out by their son and had migrated to Kunderpara. They were destitute and had no means 
to earn their daily bread. They had received some assistance from GUK in the form of 
plastic sheets but nothing else since stocks were limited. The woman was unaware of the 
existence of savings groups meetings, which she could attend, or other NGO activities, 
which could benefit her.  The flux of migrant populations between Chars is a constant and 
challenging phenomenon. 

                                                 
15 Upazilla Parishad is the local self government body elected by the people 
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7. During the Floods 
 
Use of Contingency plans and stocks 
There are no contingency stocks held at community level by the VDMC. All stocks are 
either held at individual family level or else by the NGO at its warehouse at field level (e.g. 
MMS & GUK) and also HQ level (e.g. GUK). Prior to the flood some NGOs transfer stocks 
to the Flood Shelter warehouse. As mentioned above, the stocks tended to be used and 
appreciated. About 24.4% told that boats were most useful. 

 
Use of structures 
As aforementioned, most people preferred raised individual homesteads to construction of 
community flood shelters. There was inconsistency in use of flood shelters. Lack of water 
and sanitation facilities and space for livestock protection were the main reasons. Around 
50% respondents told about this. In Jigabari the flood shelter was packed with people and 
there was no space for livestock. One old woman, who lived at a distance of 5 minutes 
from the flood shelter, related how she had shifted with her daughter in law, 5-day old 
grandchild and 6 other grandchildren to the road leading to the flood shelter. She could not 
stay on the flood shelter due to lack of space. Many people said that they would go to the 
flood shelter but it was difficult for them to get to the flood shelter since the road was not 
good. Mostly rafts were made from banana tree trunks to keep people afloat. In contrast in 
East Gabgachi the flood shelter only had 68 people (as per the register) and some 
livestock and assets like shallow well engines. This was because most people in the 
village had raised homesteads and preferred to stay there or with a relative. Yet in this 
village the area of the flood shelter was being increased through cash for work 
programmes.  

 
Relief 
The community reported that their main source of relief was the NGO, which rescued them 
in their boats and transported them to flood shelters where they could get food, medicines.  
There is also some relief from the government but this is blanket relief. People reported 
getting food rations from the NGOs.  

 
Livestock, houses and assets 
Most of the household lose crops during floods. The situation is comparatively better in 
beneficiary households compared to the non-beneficiaries. 
 
Table 15: Details of crop loss among the respondents 

Beneficiaries Non beneficiaries Details of crop loss 

Frequency 

(n=89) Percent 
Frequency 

(n=93) Percent 

Did not lose any crops 5 5.6 6 6.5 

There were no standing crops 35 38.9 18 19.4 

Lost all the crops 47 52.2 59 63.4 

Lost more than half of the crops 1 1.1 8 8.6 

Lost less than half of the crops 1 1.1 2 2.2 

 
Cattle losses were observed in most of the cases. Similar to the crop loss, beneficiaries 
lost less than non-beneficiaries (71%). Most of the losses were for the small livestock and 
goats/ sheep that were usually drowned. In Uttar Khatiamari during FGD villagers reported 
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large-scale loss of livestock, which is an important asset for them during floods. There was 
no shelter here for animals. In East Gabgachi some people had brought their cattle (about 
35) to the shelter along with assets like motorcycle, shallow well engine etc. Generally 
shelter was sought in relatives’ houses.  
 
Table 16: Details of livestock loss  
Beneficiaries  

Cows Goats Sheep Poultry No. 

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

1 to 4 8 8.9 28 31.1 14 15.6 29 32.2 

5-9 1 1.1   2 2.2 27 30.0 

10+   1 1.1 1 1.1 20 22.2 
Non –Beneficiaries  

Cows Goats Sheep Poultry No 

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

1 to 4 13 14.0 26 28.0 10 10.8 24 25.8 

5-9 -  - - - - 17 18.3 

10+ - - - - - - 16 17.2 
 
Among the productive assets, for beneficiaries’ major loss were land (37.8%), seeds 
(25.6%) clothes (18.9%) and agriculture equipment (12.2%). Same types of loss also non-
beneficiaries experienced but were slightly at the higher level. 
 
People said that they could store food grains in elevated shelves for about 5 days, and 
then buy food for another 5 days from sale of hens; thereafter they had to be dependent on 
outsiders (NGOs, neighbours, relatives) for food. There seemed to be a lot of 
cohesiveness at community level and there were lots of instances of widows, elderly 
getting food and shelter from their neighbours during floods.  

 
WATSAN facilities  
The usage of ORS tablets and water purification tablets distributed by the NGO was widely 
reported.  The household findings interesting analysis on comparison between access to 
toilets during and non-flood season that decreased from 70% to 50%. About 53.3% people 
defecate in open during flood compared to 32.2% in on flood. During FGDs in many 
villages, people reported open defecation at the time of floods and even otherwise. The 
numbers of latrines constructed are few in number as compared to the entire population of 
a village. During floods even fewer latrines are available and most of those that are not 
elevated are usually damaged or filled with sand.  
 
Health  
Training on First Aid was not being conducted for VDMC members. People usually relied 
on the few basic medicines at the flood shelter and the local traditional doctors residing in 
the village for their treatments.  
 
Other 
In many villages there was a demand for elevated graveyards. Normally dead bodies 
would float in the water (a distressing sight for people) and either flow into the sea with the 
receding waters or else families would have to pay a high sum to transport the bodies of 
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their relatives to the mainland where they could get a decent burial. The transportation and 
burial is also arranged through the NGO.  
 
8. Recovery from Floods  
 
Coping strategies 
The household survey findings show that different coping strategies are adopted by 
respondents. Some of the common coping strategies are selling poultry birds and 
engagement in casual labour. Many of the male members also migrate to cities, as 
reported earlier. An important difference between beneficiaries and non –beneficiaries is 
many of Oxfam’s beneficiaries use their savings as coping strategy that also indicates 
increased income level. 
 
Table 17: Coping strategies adopted by different respondents. 

Beneficiareis Non Beneficiareis Coping Strategies 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Men Engaged in Casual Labour 24 26.7 29 31.2 

Women Engaged in Casual Labour 8 8.9 3 3.2 

Sold Poultry birds 30 33.3 22 23.7 

Sold small livestock 21 23.3 11 11.8 

Sold big livestock 3 3.3 4 4.3 

Taken relief 58 64.4 61 65.6 

Begging 1 1.1 2 2.2 

Migration 23 25.6 23 24.7 

Spent income from savings 23 25.6 15 16.1 

Other Coping Strategy 7 7.8 9 9.7 

 
During discussions people said the following about on how they cope with floods: 
 
Reduced Food Intake  
Intake of food is reduced from 3 to 2 meals. Both for beneficiaries and non –beneficiaries, 
86% respondents reduced their number of meals. Some people said it takes them 3-4 
months to get back to normal (i.e. to 3 meals a day), others said they take a minimum of 6 
months till the next crop harvest.  

 
Cash for Work programmes  
The cash for work programme (CfW) constitutes an important source for recovery as it 
provides employment in the MONGA (lean period) with the earned cash used (in order of 
importance) for food, clothing, school fees and medicines.  Women were often not sure 
why the CfW is organised, but were very appreciative of it. 
 
The programme also guarantees equal wages for women and men as opposed to 
government programmes and other private labour, which pays women less than men. 
However its outreach is limited to a few people out of the total village population. . One of 
the major drawbacks of the CfW is that the wage has remained stagnant at Tk 80 per day 
since the last 4 years whereas the cost of living has skyrocketed.  
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Loans  
After floods people normally took loans either from the NGOs or from private 
moneylenders since there is a lack of formal credit institutions. They preferred the former 
to the latter since the terms for the loan were more favourable. However usually the 
amount allowable from the savings groups/ NGOs is not sufficient. People take loans for 
buying cows and cultivation from businessmen that charge very high rates of interest. Most 
of the non-beneficiaries took loans for other purpose. 
 
Table 18: Purpose of loans 

Beneficiareis Non Beneficiareis Purpose of Loans 

Frequency  

(n=76) Percent 

Frequency 

(n=73) Percent 

To buy food 44 48.9 53 57.0 

Education 3 3.3 4 4.3 

To buy agricultural inputs 4 4.4 1 1.1 

Build house 5 5.6 5 5.4 

Health care 5 5.6 6 6.5 

Income generating work 10 11.1 4 4.3 

Other 5 5.6 73 78.5 
 
Repair of physical infrastructure 
Homestead raising is a labour intensive activity that has commonly become a way for 
villagers to get cash. External support is also required for construction and maintenance of 
structures such as culverts and bridges.  The UP also gets funds for village infrastructure 
activities like construction of elevated roads, toilets and culverts. However there is no inter-
linkage between the VDMC and the UP on these infrastructure initiatives. 
 
9. Gender  

 
The RBP has been effective in enrolling a lot of women in the programme16. But the 
presence of women in the programme needs to lead more empowerment rather 
representative.  
 
Lack of Mobility  
In Purbi Bhatikamari village where there is access to markets through a haat, flourishing 
agriculture and a flood shelter, women bemoaned the lack of choices and mobility in their 
lives. Some quotes are: 
 
“I like to go out of the village but as a woman I can never go” 
“As a woman I would love to go out and earn more but I cant” 
“I want to do business but I don’t have money. My husband has money and goes out. I don’t get to 
go out” 
“I don’t have the choice to buy my own clothes. My husband chooses for me since he goes to the 
mainland. I don’t like his choice” 
“I want to be in Shaalish17 because I think I can do a good job and it will give me power”  
 
                                                 
16 30606 are the count for the current year. 
17 The village level body consisting of male leaders of the village who make decisions on family and other 
village matters. 
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When asked what work they do, women stated only those activities that earned them 
income (which was very little). Despite a lot of questioning they did not mention 
housework. However once the idea was floated that housework is also work they listed a 
LONG list of the tasks that they did from sunrise to sunset with little rest in the day. 
  
After recounting the daily chores all women said that they work longer hours and their work 
is more important BUT, “we are women, we don’t have any right to tell men this or ask for 
their help”. 
They also mentioned that fodder collection and fuel wood collection is their responsibility. 
Fodder availability is a major problem for most of the year.  

     
Status of Health and Education  
Regarding the RBP and work of local NGO, women appreciated the work on health for 
trained birth attendants, education and the flood shelter. Hawa Begum said, “I learnt how 
to take care of pregnant women. Before we did not take proper care and food. Now we 
immunize new born babies and use sterilized instruments and boiled water for deliveries”. 
Women’s happiness at being able to write their name after literacy classes was also very 
evident.  
 
Social Issues  
Men and Women in different villages were also aware that marriage of girls below the age 
of 18 was against the law although by the presence of many young girls who had already 
borne children it was clear that this law was more often than not flouted.  
 
Regarding domestic violence, women said that although this happens it is not discussed in 
public since it is a matter of ‘shame’. This was reported in a village where the We Can 
Campaign was reportedly taking place although women were not aware of it. 

 
Access to Schemes  
The schemes for women, which they were availing in some villages, were: support of Tk 
1200 per year from the government to landless widows through UP members and access 
to free food grains through the Vulnerable Group Feeding Cards. Women were not aware 
of the criteria of eligibility of these scheme or any other schemes, which could be of use to 
them. There are some innovative practices developed by partners for women 
empowerment. For example, MMS (a partner) has given loans to displaced families to 
lease land for 30 years. In such instances the loans can be given on the condition that land 
is leased either in the woman’s name or else under both husbands’ and wives’ names.  
 
Pre and during flood situation  
Field visit shows that women play a key role in preparing for the floods in terms of 
household stocks and fortification etc., but this does not seem to have translated into an 
improved status for them in the overall community. During floods women reported that they 
felt safe at flood shelters. Those women who were menstruating were given 3-4 traditional 
cloth sanitary napkins, which they washed and dried in a corner of the room. In the flood 
shelters women and men remain segregated in separate rooms. Women said they did feel 
a little embarrassed about drying soiled cloths. It was not very clear whether all women 
received these traditional sanitary napkins or not. Women reported that there were 
services from the traditional birth attendants available for pregnant women. There was no 
mention of supplementary feed essential for pregnant and lactating mothers as outlined in 
the Sphere standards.  
 
Staff Profile at NGO and Oxfam  
At partner level most of the NGOs seemed to have large numbers of female staff at field 
level but are absent at the senior and middle level management. Reasons given for this 
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skew was that it was difficult to find and retain female staff that would fit these positions 
due to difficult working conditions in the Char. Even at Oxfam level there is only 1 female 
staff. 
 
10. Partners 
 
Successful awareness raising on Char poverty 
Partners of the RBP enjoy the trust of the community by virtue of their long association 
with the Char. Through discussions with the community, government and partners it was 
clear that in times of disasters like floods, the NGOs are the key players in rescue and 
relief operations. A major achievement of the RBP has been to attract the attention of large 
donors like DfID, CARE and a host of other donors to commence work in the Char areas. 
In turn the improved capacity of the partners to undertake work in the difficult context of the 
Char is evidenced by the huge amounts of funds (approx. 10 times of RBP budget) that 
have been entrusted to them through programmes like CLP and Shouhardo.  
 
Capacity building 
Partners have expressed the need for tailored capacity building programmes. A key point 
coming across was that most training programmes focused at the senior staff level, 
whereas participation from the field staff was limited. Another point raised was that 
different NGOs would need tailored support and there needed to be a mechanism to 
provide feedback to Oxfam rather than participating in standard Oxfam training packages.  
 
Coordination between different NGO programmes and beneficiaries  
Coordination between beneficiaries of different NGOs (not necessarily Oxfam partner) in 
single village was greatly lacking. In a complex scenario it was very difficult to know which 
beneficiary belonged to which NGO/project or if one beneficiary had received different 
benefits under different programmes. There is no village list and each NGO has a list of its 
own beneficiaries but does not share with others.   
 
NGO-GO Inter-linkages and advocacy  
Partners are devoting considerable time and human resources in advocacy measures and 
influencing the government either at the village level or at the district level, and this can be 
further strengthened.  In fact the NGOs seemed to be setting up parallel systems of 
education (schools in addition to the existing government schools) or health services. 
Generally people prefer to send their children to NGO run schools as opposed to 
government schools because the former was free and ensured better quality of education. 
However in the long run this undermines the role and the responsibility of the Government 
to provide education and other basic to all its citizens.  
 
Most villagers were unaware of the structure or the different members of the Union 
Parishad (UP). The local NGO has a role to play in improving awareness on the structure 
and the responsibilities of the UP among the community so that the different community 
institutions promoted through the programme can (1) monitor the services provided by the 
UP and (2) influence the type of facilities e.g. roads and schools etc that are sanctioned for 
their village through the UP. At present there is no sharing between the UP member or 
Chairman with the villagers on different needs of the villagers. DFID is planning to lobby 
with the Government of Bangladesh to set up a separate Ministry of Char Development. 
There is an opportunity for RBP to contribute to this process.  
 
In terms of advocacy on disaster management with the government, there is a lot of scope 
in terms of the implementation of the Disaster Standing Orders (DSOs). At village and 
ward level people are not aware of DSOs. The VDMCs and NGOs can play an important 
role in creating awareness on these DSOs. A discussion with Mr. Shan, Journalist and 
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Member of Press Club in Gaibandha revealed that journalists are restricted in what they 
can say; prior to publishing papers are reviewed by the army and censored accordingly. 
Even in coordination meetings with the local Government, when they ask for information 
on contingency plans and stocks, development plans for the char people; they are not 
given suitable answers.  
 
11 Accountability: Information; feedback and complaints mechanism and; 
partnership issues 
 
While partners felt they had a special bond with Oxfam because of their longstanding 
relationship and also because Oxfam was the first INGO to support their work in the Chars. 
 
Sharing between partner NGOs and Oxfam takes place in the annual partner meetings or 
else during field visits. Partners expressed the need for more frequent interactions with 
Oxfam. While there appears to be interaction between Oxfam and partner staff at Chief 
Executive and Project coordinator level, interaction with field staff is more required. A 
concern raised by NGO staff was the large disparity between salaries paid under large 
programmes like CLP and RBP, which affects staff motivation and contributes to attrition of 
key experienced staff from RBP.  

 
It was not very clear how feedback from the community was being fed into the programme. 
For example feedback on wage rates, size of homesteads etc was coming in from the field 
but there was no change in programme design. The community is also overly dependent 
on the NGO during flood times and hence it is difficult to comprehend how complaints 
could be expressed against NGOs/ Oxfam and/ or certain staff.  

 
An important point expressed by partner field staff was the lack of impact monitoring which 
negatively impacts their motivation levels. The data on the programme impact was 
quantitative in nature e.g. xx no of toilets were made in X village. However there was no 
information about the impact that these toilets have had on the quality of life of the 
villagers.  
 
12. Recommendations 
Based on the findings of this learning exercise, the following recommendations for the 
programme are suggested.  
 
Re-orient RBP  
In view of the change in external context, especially for the activities of the newly arrived 
NGOs & Char Livelihoods Project and to ensure programme’s longer-term pertinence and 
“added value”, there is a need to develop a long-term vision for disaster risk reduction 
activities. This vision needs to be developed or shared with partners and Oxfam staff so 
that there is a clarity and common understanding. 

 
Undertake Climate Risk Analysis   
Bangladesh is considered as one of the countries that will suffer most from the impact of 
climate change and many people are likely to be climate refugees. Hence  risk 
assessments with climate change elements should be the basis of programming. 
Methodology of assessment should be well understood by partners and disaster 
management committees. Risk assessments should also be used for preparing 
contingency planning and develop work & activity plans (for e.g., where to raise shelters 
and up to what heights etc.). The prepared risk and vulnerability maps should be kept at 
village levels and shared and communicated with the community in a user-friendly manner. 
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The disaster management committees can be trained on how to update the plans on an 
annual basis or after severe floods.  
 
Strengthen Disaster Management Committees  
Disaster management committees need to develop vision for their villages that should look 
beyond their groups and include all village level activities (not just disasters).  The roles 
and responsibilities of VDMC members (a/c to gender) needs to be clarified, ensure level 
of representation to the wider community, build capacity to create awareness and training 
them on different issues like stock procurement and management and publicise what they 
do and achieve, how they are appointed and tenure ship period. Learning and exchange 
visits between VDMC can be planned, especially during post floods for reflecting lesson 
learned to guide them in future preparedness activities. The committees can also formulate 
disaster plans and agreements between inter-community, especially in cases, where 
communities are located close to one another or where one community has all the high 
land and would be a natural point of evacuation. The committees can also monitor flood 
levels by using signals like coloured flags between communities in lower lying areas/higher 
up in the Char. Management of contingency stocks to the committees can also be explored 
to increase their autonomy and independence, particularly for the strong and old 
committees. The committees can also support local government in preparation of disaster 
preparedness plans/ strategies and awareness and sensitization of the local government 
officials should be done to advocate for committee’s utilisation during flood preparation and 
response.  
 
Measures to Improve Preparedness 
Activities like increasing DRR awareness at schools – educate the young on this topic and 
among the general community should be introduced. Examples could be communicating 
preparedness plans in a user friendly manner (visual and audio media compared to 
written, given the low literacy levels), use songs, adapt games like Risk Land game to the 
local context and language, participatory analysis with the community on which assets 
(livestock, schools etc) need to be protected, height of plinths, appropriate location of flood 
shelters and services (latrines and water sources), etc. Training in first aid in the capacity 
building of the disaster management committees can also be introduced. 
 
Early Warning Systems (EWS) 
EWS Messages should contain information about the quantity and expected duration of 
rainfall, as this information is crucial to people’s decision making. If local methods of floods 
warning are considered effective then better understanding should be developed and 
these should be used more widely. In case warnings turn out to be false or if the impact is 
other than what is broadcast, local NGOs must properly debrief with committee members 
so that ‘false alarms’ do not undermine the credibility of EWS and local NGO staff.  
 
Appropriate agriculture practices 
The government, media and other actors appreciate RBP’s char agricultural activities. 
However, the team also feels that some additional innovations can be introduced, 
especially in view of climate change phenomenon. Examples can be other valuable dry 
land crops in the area that will also suit chars, technology for saving women’s time and 
labour (like machines for threshing maize, etc.), appropriate storage facilities (e.g. raised 
silos) for food & seed to reduce loss to insects and water during floods, demo plots on 
leguminous fodder grass (that will also improve soil productivity), etc.   
 
Re-visiting Cash for Work modalities 
Cash for Work that forms an important component of employment during Monga period 
should be analysed on the number of days work required and payment rates, particularly 
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when it is accepted that government rate is not sufficient to meet basic needs and has 
remain stagnant for last 4 years. 
 
Capacity building of partners and local community  
Capacity building need analysis of partners is required and strategy to develop their 
capacities. The evaluation team is of the view that capacity building needs are more at the 
field level rather targeting at the higher levels within the partner organisations. Better 
monitoring (especially technical support and regular field visit) from Oxfam is required.    
More research needs to be done by Oxfam and partners on innovative costs effective 
technologies. Learning’s from other partners, programmes and international organisations 
on DRR also needs to be disseminated to partners and this will also help in ensuring 
feeling of one ‘RBP’ family.  
 
Migration 
Analysis of major issues facing migrant workers and options for improvement is required. 
Examples can be skill enhancement for men and developing systems to ensure safe 
transfer of remittances to the household. This could also facilitate the engagement of 
women in their household financial activities and reduce the pressure to earn money to 
repay the loan taken to finance their husband’s travel to earn money in cyclone areas. 
 
Access to Basic Services  
Systems for monitoring of the constructed latrines & tube wells are required and can be 
done by VDMC. The objective is to ensure maintenance and use during different times. 
Construction of ring/slab toilets can be also promoted as a livelihood activity for groups. 
Ways to access water from structures that can be removed before the floods (for example, 
a wind up roll of tubing that can be used to erect a temporary water pipeline) can be 
devised. Awareness all tube wells and latrines are “capped” prior to the floods to avoid 
contamination/ blockage and wastewater is removed from around tube wells should be 
continued, as this is a good practice. Linkages should be strengthening with the Upazilla 
Parishad and other NGO programmes working on sanitation.  
 
Producer and Savings Groups 
More emphasis is required for female producer groups and gender sensitive activities, 
female activities and off farm activities. Market analysis (including financial and other 
benefits) to check the viability of identified off farm activities and promotion of more 
businesses for producer groups (e.g. use of pumps as businesses rather than free items).  

 
The usefulness of savings vis-à-vis loans needs to be analysed. Especially options to 
reduce debt burden should be explored, particularly after understanding the role of savings 
group in reducing household vulnerability during floods and MONGA period. The current 
loans are of small amount and not sufficient to meet recovery needs like buying cattle and 
goats.  Different options can be giving joint loans (husband and wife); giving larger loans to 
cover the agriculture period, establishing linkages between inter group e.g. investing the 
income from producer groups in savings groups or turning a savings group into a producer 
group (say give a shallow well engine on part subsidy and part loan to a savings group 
which could be rented by the hour and allow them to make a profit and repay their loan). 
 
The criteria for selection of certain producer groups/individuals should be clear to its 
members as well as other people. Given its limited resources options for sharing of assets 
or reaching out to maximum number of people need to be worked out. An idea is to have a 
system of graded contribution by different beneficiaries depending on the status of different 
producer groups so that there is (a) sense of ownership of assets and (b) more people can 
avail of the benefit.  
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The promotion and relevance of men’s savings groups needs to be reviewed since there is 
apparent lack of interest by men in this activity. The women’s groups need to have a clear 
vision about the role and rules of a savings groups. These groups should be envisioned as 
a medium to bring women together on social as well as financial issues (e.g. rights to 
access basic services). 
 
Plinth raising and other structures (including Watsan) 
Sizes and heights of the plinths and homestead need review, in view of climate change 
impact and increasing/ uncertainty over disasters.  An option is to have 2-3 different sizes 
depending on the size of family/livestock etc so that there is flexibility in the programme 
design. Further the existing elevated homesteads will require maintenance and protection  
(for e.g., through tree plantation).  Especially for flood shelters, the appropriate area needs 
to be decided in consultation with the community and efforts need to be made to motivate 
people to donate land for the same. Where flood shelters are used during floods, there is 
an urgent need to ensure adequate number of latrines and tube wells. 
 
Targeting of Villages and Families 
The programme needs to review its selection criteria for villages based on vulnerability 
factors by grading 18. Based on the grades, an action plan can be prepared and used for 
impact analysis and programme progress reports. Targeting criteria needs to be clear 
especially for vulnerable/ poor people who are excluded from cash for work programmes 
and are brought into the loop either through exploring activities suitable for their level of 
capacity (e.g. non-manual activities or giving them cash directly). Innovations like issue of 
simple ID cards for RBP beneficiaries so that they can access all benefits even if they shift 
Chars or have to become participants of different NGOs implementing RBP can be 
introduced.  
 
Gender 
Programme strategies should be designed after conducting gender analysis to get clarity 
on the gender division of roles & responsibilities, and help in ameliorating gender 
hierarchies. For example, possibilities can be explored to encourage women in non-
stereotypical roles & productive activities (traders in haats (rural markets)) monitoring of 
government safety nets, etc. Oxfam also need to influence partners that they have both 
men and women field workers visiting the field – and that women are recruited in key 
positions  (technical as well as management positions). 
 
Advocacy  
There is a need to lobby and coordinate closely with key agencies (especially DfID and 
CARE) to ensure coverage19 and reduce divisive implementation methodologies. Some of 
the advocacy issues could be:  
 
• Need for a Char Development Plan that will map out the vision for the entire Char 

population and area. Partners felt that their ability to reach out to the whole Char is 
limited and that there should be a plan for this in coordination with different donors. 
Oxfam could take a lead role in this process and negotiating with donors like DfID, 
which are pumping in huge funds but in a top down manner in a very short period of 
time. Previously two stakeholder forums: Char Alliance and River Basin Development 
Group had been formed but these have weakened over time. This is creating problems 
at field level and there is no space for partners to question or give feedback on this 
process.  

                                                 
18 The villages can be graded according to capacity and poverty and opportunities 
19 Especially the Chars that are the most vulnerable and are receiving support 
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• Use of Government emergency funds for relief and preparedness activities and how 
assistance could be improved during disasters.  

• Create awareness at the VDMC and UP level on Disaster Standing Orders and their 
relevance during disasters 

• Single Monitoring Information System, which keeps track of beneficiaries under 
different programmes of different donors in a single village.  

• Partnerships between the NGOs and government for provision of basic services in 
government schools20 

• Addressing issues around land encroachment/ redistribution and ownership  
 
As a tactics, Oxfam can explore potential to work more with journalists in their advocacy 
work, so that they not only to gather key stories, but also to give a “voice” at regional and 
global platforms; reach out to people living on the mainland to make them aware of issues 
of the Char dwellers and create pressure on the government to deliver basic services to 
the Char; increase awareness of the local people on the role and responsibility of the 
locally elected Government – budget size, allocation etc. so that they can demand their 
rights and information flows; establish linkages with existing land networks like “SAMATA’ 
or other networks to advocate for joint property ownership of land by husbands and wives 
and collective ownership for groups; use different mediums of advocacy:  films, case 
studies, facilitation of Government officials access to field etc. 

 

                                                 
20 NGOs can provide books free of cost in government schools and monitor performance of teachers’ thereby 
ensuring quality teaching rather than setting up separate schools. At the National level these NGOs can also 
link up with Oxfam’s Essential Services Campaign. 
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