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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since cyclone Aila, the empowerment of women hassiderably improved. In Padma
Pukur and Sutarkhali, thanks to support from CashLivelihood (CfL), women feel
more self-confident about their livelihood strategi This is especially noticeable in
Padma Pukur, where women can earn more money #farelbecause they have taken
up small-scale shrimp farming. In all 6 focus gradipcussions (involving 110 women)
the fact was strongly emphasised that economioifadiave the greatest influence on
people’s lives. The women are aware of, and acct, negative environmental
consequences of these economic activities (intensiploitation of the Sundarbans
forest region, and shrimp farming).

For the Padma Pukur and Sutarkhali Unions, thesassent results in the following
findings regarding economic and environmental aspec

Padma Pukur Sutarkhali

Economic aspect Economic aspect depending on season
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Empowerment of women in social life Empowerment of women in social life
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@ CycloneAila O CfL training © CfL funding

In this context it appears to be useful to focugtenconcept of resilience. Resilience is
the capacity of communities to withstand loss andge, or to recover from the impacts
of an emergency or disaster. How can one speaksiifence in the Padma Pukur and
Sutarkhali Unions when considerations of environtaefactors are not yet part of a
global strategy to reduce risks? Part of the resipdity for this has to be borne by the
political system. The communities are ready to bezoactive in the area of

environmental protection, but they need externppstt.

In both Unions, the future of women’'s livelihoodsliwprimarily depend on the
reconstruction of the main road and the proteatibtine Sundarbans forest region, which
is the only natural barrier against disasters.

@ Reconstruction of the main embankment



INTRODUCTION

In general, women are more vulnerable to disasteesto their social and economic
status. This assessment was carried out withinrstipe of the SDC’s 2009 Cash for
Livelihood project (CfL 2009). It aims to obtainckearer view of the current situation of
women and the factors influencing their vulnerailiSix focus group discussions and
semi-structured interviews were carried out. Ak tharticipating women were affected
by cyclone Aila. All of them had also benefitedrfrahe additional CfL action to support
livelihood selection and implementation for womemd received the cash grant of
15,000 Bangladeshi taka (BDT). Depending on th@¢oseén which they invested this

money, they participated in practical training @ organised by CfL and received
advice on developing a livelihood strategy.

Padma Pukur, ward number 7

For humanitarian agencies, natural disasters atenfieg increasingly complex. Only
one thing is for certain, namely that more peopéeleeing affected than ever before. In
the Sundarbans region, natural disasters occutodeievironmental degradation, which is
coupled with cyclones, erosion, increasing salioftygroundwater and flooding. But the
people here, and especially the women, are notlynleedpless victims — they have ideas,
capacities and coping mechanisms that form theslasioutside support. This kind of
support can increase the resilience of vulneraldeple and form a link between
emergency, early recovery and development activity.



This assessment focuses on households headed bgny@and provides qualitative
information on their current vulnerability. It evaltes the views of women concerning
the impacts of the support provided by the SDCheair tgeneral situation, and focuses on
environmental, economic and social aspects. Invihig it leads to a better understanding
of the collected quantitative data. It also setstowdetermine how women have invested
the cash grants provided by the SDC in terms oif tben strategies, whether their
investment has changed their life, whether theglihoods are sustainable, and whether
they feel more resilient in the face of current &utdre threats.



1. ECONOMIC ASPECTS

Resilience of women's livelihoods

In Padma Pukur and Sutarkhali Union~------=--=----------------7
women invested the cash grants provided ' Most successful areas of investment
SDC (BDT 15,000) in different economit - A ('ﬂngBrl';t_' EOD(LS’OOO' vost |
sectors depending on their location, propern _ g%ezﬁqxér?:rm){ng |(enta|, or gurchaseof ;
personal history, opportunities and strategit pond, approximately BDT 3,000, plus :
In Padma Pukur, the women reported tha  prchase of larvae) :
their economic situation is now better thaI - Tailoring (purchase of sewing machine |
before. Here we noted a certain shift towan  and material) :
shrimp farming and small businesses. ButlI - Operation of small shop :
many, repairing their home remains ! :
problem. In ward number 7, eighty percent: Problematic area of investment :
1
I
1
1
|
1
1
1
1

the thirty-five women who attended the foci - Chicken farminglfigh mortality rate
in some villages due to high salinity of

group discussion still live in huts o)
water)

government land because their own landi
still under waterln Sutarkhali, the situation

is different and the resilience of livelihoods i
poorer. Generally speaking, the women here
invested in the same sectors in which they wereeatiefore cyclone Aila. But life has
become harder because of the downturn in the ecpn@weryone now has less
purchasing power) and seasonal factors (duringthalfyear the level of salinity in the
water is high, and the only feasible activity ishing). Other factors include
environmental degradation (fish are less abundent before, though the women did not
give us an explanation for this) and damage to ipuhfrastructure (roads, pontoons,
embankments).

In all villages, most women earn an income as ladrgu road reconstruction, mud
cutting (which is paid by the government or NGQ@g)working in the fields of wealthier
individuals. But land access is becoming incredsingfficult due to erosion and high
water levels, and this is impacting on resiliencelihood.

Disaster risk reduction

In Padma Pukur, the women feel that their investment protectsntheore effectively
against natural disasters because they feel lemstpan they were before cyclone Aila.
They can now save some money for future crisest@mrgencies, and some also have
taken out life insurance, which they were unablefford before. Some of them continue
to sell their products on local markets as theylébre cyclone Aila, but now they are
able to keep all their profits since they are tlwsin boss, and this significantly reduces
their economic vulnerabilityn Sutarkhali, the situation is very different. Here, women
do not have any real plans for the future becaheg only earn just enough money to
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survive (less than they did before cyclone Ailaey feel helplessly exposed to future
disasters and crises. Public infrastructure is alpooblem. In ward number 5, a cyclone
shelter was destroyed by Sidr. No women in thilagé have life insurance or similar
protection. In ward number 1 the only existing oy shelter (which has been damaged)
is inaccessible because the road leading up tastwashed away. In this village, before
cyclone Aila, Grameen Bank encouraged people te saaney for the future. But now,
those women who have any assets prefer to save n@iey with DSK (a non-
governmental organisation specialising in thisdidbecause Grameen Bank obliges its
customers to save a certain amount each monththani$ not possible for the women in
this area. As far as micro credits are concerrfeglwomen find the interest rates far too
high and prefer to borrow from rich men in the agjé.

In both Unions, women feel more empowered than these before cyclone Aila, both
within their family and to some extent in their coomities. But as before, vulnerability
to future natural disasters depends on the area, imnparticular on the available
infrastructure. A large number of people still relg income earned from working on
embankments and roads financed by NGOs and thergoeat.

Capacity building

The training courses organised by CfL project h&wemen set up their own business so
that they can earn an income and sustain theidiEsnirhey feel that they have acquired
additional skills (e.g. how to cash fish, how tok@alothes)ln Padma Pukur, women
invest in their children’s education and have aiobg to develop their business further.
Those who work in shrimp farming or run small shépsl that the market is growing,
and they want to profit from this opportunity. Séncyclone Aila, women have better
access to employment and can become their own Higs.the situation remains
precarious, and many are still only able to meeir tthaily needsln Sutarkhali, the CfL
training courses are regarded as useful, (thigiscplarly true for fishing) however, the
short fishing season represents a problem. Yielddav from July to December. The
other 6 months are suitable for rice growing, batess to paddy fields is primarily
reserved for wealthier men.

All the women who attended the focus group disaussivant to stay in their village and
develop their community, because they feel theyldvdoe more vulnerable in cities.
Some women would even work voluntarily if the goweent should decide not to
proceed with the reconstruction of embankmentsdgoand schools (especially in
Sutarkhali). However, the situation concerning emkinaents is something that cannot be
resolved at the community level. All the women hare aware that reconstruction will
not be possible without government support. Theyhaping that pressure exerted by the
communities themselves, as well as by their reptaiges (Union chairman), NGOs and
local government, will help. They feel more invalvm this issue than they did prior to
cyclone Aila, and in all villages, solidarity anditaal support are now stronger.



Addressing the underlying causes of vulnerability

The situation is not the same as it was beforeocyrAila. At the family level, men now
realise that it is beneficial if their wives wolBut at the community level, the situation is
sometimes problematic, for example there is a edaount of rivalry and jealousy
between women. InPadma Pukur, women are able to handle tension without
aggression. But irsutarkhali, especially in communities where there is a mbjoof
Muslims, handling tension can be more difficultmiard number 9, for example, women
returning from fishing (5 hours a day) fear thathmell take the fish away from them. In
ward number 1, which is a Hindu community, therkess rivalry and jealousy than there
was before cyclone Aila.



2. ENVIRONMENTAL ASPECTS

Exploitation and degradation of the environment

the exploitation and degradation of th
Sundarbans region has increased shat
since the area was hit by a cyclone on |
November 1988. At that time, the region;
natural resources were exploited for tf
purpose of reconstructing house
embankments, etc., but the situation H
continued to deteriorate due to populati(
pressure, erosion, water salinity an
increasing poverty. The forest has become;
indispensible source of income for ¢
communities in the region, and the wom¢

Coping strategy in ward number 1, 1
Sutarkhali :
1
In ward number 1, which is a Hindu
community, no one goes to the
Sundarbans. The inhabitants here focused
on fishing, mud cutting, small businesses,
farming, etc., for their livelihood, but aftelr
cyclone Aila the situation grew more
difficult because saline water preventéd
agricultural production. As a resul,
around half the men now migrate for
weeks or months at a time to cities :in
order to find work )

report that degradation of the Sundarbéim--------=--------cccccooo '
increased further after cyclones Sidr and Aila.

In other parts of the low-lying areas, saline wagarches higher levels and it is no longer
possible to pursue the same activities as befarBatima Pukur, women report that 20
years ago there were paddy fields everywhere,btiié meantime many of these have
been converted for shrimp farming. The women ateppy about this, but have no idea
how the situation can be reversed again. They aareathat shrimp farming is
problematic for the environment and thus makes themre vulnerable (the
environmental risks of shrimp farming are greatantthose of paddy fields).

Shrimp farming, Padma Pukur region



Limitations of protection

Sundarbans forest region

e - —————————

Women are aware of the environment
risks. They know that degradation
forests is detrimental to their owi
livelihood and safety. But in some village
they feel they are unable to becon |n ward number 4, women would like to’
involved in this issue, because the earn enough money so that they can build
themselves do not exploit the Sundarbal houses with bricks and thus reduce demand
It is only men who exploit the forest} for timber. :
(collecting honey, cutting down treeg :
harvesting golpata, etc.). In Sutarkhali, t{ !N ward number 7, women would like to bg
women in ward number 9 even feel th! involved in planting trees because_t thley
men need to change their livelihod know that the Sundarbans are their only

strategies and, for example, open a sh protection. But as one woman pointed olit,
' ’ “Before we can do this, we first need to gat

collect honey, harvest crabs or turn | every day.”

fishing. But as before, the main problem;

how to find the necessary funding or eg

enough money.

Padma Pukur

The women are of the opinion that government grasealso limit their involvement in
the protection of the Sundarbans. In ward numbier Sutarkhali, until 2 to 3 years ago
wood cutting was restricted and there was a reméng in place to replant trees. But the
government has discontinued this policy, and thenam cannot understand why. Even
very poor women are willing to work hard in orderrestore the Sundarbans. Women
feel that it is necessary to exert pressure on pmgernment, because without its support
the communities will not be able to change theasitun.

How to empower women?

The majority of women have no suggestions for mtotg the Sundarbans because they
are also afraid to oppose the government’s stregedihey feel that what happens in the
Sundarbans is legal (perhaps they want to pratedat inen by stating this). But they also
think the government should change its strateggrder to more effectively protect the
Sundarbans. In general, the women in the regionadeel empowered to change the
situation, but in some villages there appears t@ bbeadiness to protest. We can sense
that in Padma Pukur and Sutarkhali there is amgiiess to take action to protect the
Sundarbans, for example by creating a committekeaw attention to the issue
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3. EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN

Disaster risk reduction and new challenges

Both before and after a cyclone, men and women fdways worked together to

minimise risks, e.g. by constructing embankmentd egpairing roads. But during a

natural disaster like a cyclone, the situationvimmen is more difficult to handle, and

they continue to feel more vulnerable than mem dfyclone hits during the day (as was
the case with Aila), it is the women who have tetaneasures to protect their family and
property, because most of the men are at workcyicbone hits during the night, the men
will initially help the women, but when things bewge critical they are more concerned
about their own survival and many even make thay to a cyclone shelter without their
family.

In all villages, however, women now feel more tesil in the face of future natural

disasters because they are mentally stronger atter [pgepared. After cyclone Aila, a

variety of preparedness and prevention measuree wénoduced by NGOs and the

government (e.g. early warnings issued via radid &), and women now feel better

prepared for future disasters. But the lack of @yelshelters, especially in the Sutarkhali
region, remains a serious problem, and the womehese villages still have nowhere to
go if there is another cyclone.

However, the women are well aware of the importantembankments, which are
essential for protecting their families and liveldds. In ward number 5 in the
Sutarkhali region, the main road and embankment are washegy aach year due to
flooding, and this is where the most vulnerable wartive. It is not unusual for them to
have to repair their homes as many as 3 timesra yea

All women who attended the focus group discussiorisel they are more vulnerable
than people in other villages because:

- They live next to a river

- Embankments are frequently washed away

- They are afraid of flooding caused by the river

- The population is constantly growing

Social empowerment, resilience and limits

All women feel more empowered today, including #hegho do not earn more money
now than they did before cyclone Aila. Their sog#tus improved after the disaster
thanks to their participation in training coursesl aheir newly acquired capacity to show
men that it could be beneficial to give them maneaomy for creating and developing
business activities. They can now manage theitagssel investments themselves. In one
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village the women reported that they all earn teas their husbands. In general, women
feel more self-confident and better educated, dsasanore recognised as developers of
business activities. They want to achieve a beterding in this male-dominated society.
Women do not have the same rights as men, norejohtive equal access to resources.
But this inequality is part of the culture here @ndsome extent is regarded as normal
(for example a dowry of between BDT 20,000 and @0,0s still common in
Bangladesh).

It is also important to emphasise the fact thatvexd 1~ =~~~ "~~~ 77 7 7 7 I
number 1 in Sutarkhali, Hindu women do not fe' . I
discriminated against by Muslims. This community | NGOs were present in most,

I villages even before cyclone
characterised by mutual respect and peact ajla but now most of them !
COEXISteI’_lce. Itis IntereStIng 1.:0 nOte. that Fhe@nme-nt : imp|ement emergency and 1
recently introduced a regulation which stipulateattin | development programmes. |
all communities at least one woman must be eleated; Government support has also
represent the ward at same level as the chairnmar increased, for example in 1
Sutarkhali, in all the visited communities it wasparent : connection with the repair 01'
that women feel better recognised because thelilgmes , €mbankments. ,
are now taken into consideration to a greater e,xtl |
mainly thanks to the efforts of NGOs. = — o oo oo oo oo oo '

Local institutions have come to realise that woraennot just vulnerable members of the
community, but also offer capacities and stratefpesoping with risks and are able to
develop their own livelihoods.

In Padma Pukur, the women would like to have theodpinity to further develop their
business activities. And in Sutarkhali, especiatlyvard number 1, they would like to
receive more intensive education in the field ofadier risk reduction so that they are
better equipped to save lives, minimise risks aulice damage.

Women and political empowerment | !

In Sutarkhali, in the wake « ,

. . . ; cyclone Aila the governmeny
Shortly after cyclone Aila, some families decidexl | offered all families a one-

|
migrate, but the people living in the villages e tregion | time contribution of BDT !
do not want to leave their homeland. Local andomati I 3,000 and 20 kilograms of '
policies and institutions play a critical role iapporting : rice per month. But this :
people’s capacity to adapt to climate change addoe ; support is due to be I
their vulnerability to natural disasters, but thésestill 1 discontinued in December :

|

insufficient involvement of women. I 2010, and women are
I worried about how they can,

Many women are prepared to more actively campa_‘fe_d their children next vee

for the local government to reconstruct the mairb@nkments and take measures to
protect the Sundarbans. Even though they do nat hgan or a political organisation,
they are aware that the various problems cannaeselved solely at the community
level. They feel that governmental organisationthatlocal and national levels need to
become more actively involved in protecting and eleping their livelihood through
environmental protection and economic growth.
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ANNEXES

COLLECTIVE COMMENTS

MEASURES

Seasonal calendar - Women recall 4 major natural disasters (cyclones in
Padma Pukur, ward 1988, 1998, 2007 and 2009).

number 1 - Disasters are now more severe, but the people are
L. e better prepared to protect themselves. Cyclone Aila

was the worst, since there was little wind but
widespread flooding, and it took everyone by
surprise.

- Itis only in the past few years that NGOs have
provided support, including for women.

- New technologies are available for providing early
warnings of natural disasters.

- A cyclone shelter is now available (constructed jus
before cyclone Sidr hit the region).

- Land use has changed in the past 3 decades
(numerous former paddy fields are now used for
shrimp farming).

Community mapping

Padma Pukur, ward Shrimp farming is widespread both within and

number 7 outside the community.

== - Community chairmen are important figures for
dealing with NGOs and securing government
support after a natural disaster.

- Wealthier people are less vulnerable and are
mostly owners of shrimp farms.

- Vulnerable women live in huts alongside
government roads and embankments next to the
river.

- Women and men have equal access to markets
(buying and selling), as well as to sources oftfres
water.

- Inside their homes, women feel a greater sense of
responsibility than men.

- Safe embankments are essential.

- Club life is only accessible to men and Hindu
women.
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Venn diagram
Sutarkhali, ward number 9

Economic powers

Since cyclone Aila, it is NGOs and the
government which have the greatest economic
and social impacts on the community.

For women, the main options are fishing,
followed by rice growing and shrimp farming.
All paddy fields in this community are owned by
wealthy men.

Since cyclone Aila, fishing has become more
difficult because the majority of traders come
from outside the community and the local
infrastructure has been damaged or destroyed.

Social and political powers

Inside communities, the head of the school and
the Imam have a great deal of power.

In this village there are 2 chairpersons (one man
and one woman) who have equal powers for
governing community life. Thanks to the
existence of a chairwoman, women here feel
better represented and empowered.

Women feel the impact of local government in
their daily life (economic and food support), but
are now concerned because the provision of 20
kilograms of rice per month is to be
discontinued.

Women feel the tensions between two opposition
parties in the political sphere.
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