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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 
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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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