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L

ocated in the world’s largest
river delta, Bangladesh’s fertile
territory and coastal waters
sustain an extraordinarily
dense and fast-growing population.
With a majority of Bangladeshis living in
coastal and riverine areas, and a heavy
dependency on fragile agricultural crops,
it is also one of the most vulnerable
countries to environmental shocks.
Here, climate change is already having an
unmistakable impact. Rising temperatures
have dramatically increased annual
river flooding, displacing hundreds of
thousands of Bangladeshis every year;
higher sea levels are causing greater saline
content in the groundwater; increasingly
severe tropical cyclones have damaged
arable land and exacerbated inland
inundation; and more erratic rainfall has
meant the agricultural sector has swung
between droughts and floods. Facing the
certainty of continued temperature rises
globally, and already feeling the impact
of regional tensions, Bangladesh’s Prime
Minister has called climate change an
“existential threat” to her country.82
This case study explores the extent to
which climate change may be impacting
the risks of violence and insecurity in

Bangladesh. Examining the major trends
and scientific findings on environmental
changes across the country, it investigates
the extent to which those changes may
be exacerbating underlying tensions,
creating new disputes over resources
or increasing the resort to violence
in particular communities. The study
also examines the Government’s
attempts to adapt to climate change
in Bangladesh, asking how State-led
adaptation efforts may have mitigated
conflict risks. Drawing on interviews with
in-country experts, the study describes
the UN’s strategy for supporting climate
adaptation in Bangladesh, focusing on
efforts that reduce risks of violence.
The analysis suggests that the UN’s
prevention challenge in Bangladesh is
intimately related to climate change,
requiring tailored strategies to support
inclusive and sustainable governance
responses in the face of rapidly escalating
environmental risks.
The study proceeds in four parts: (1) the
impact of climate change on Bangladesh;
(2) how climate-related changes are
affecting the risks of violent conflict; (3) the
response by the Government and the UN;
and (4) lessons and recommendations.
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I

Climate Change
in Bangladesh
B

angladesh presents a complex
ecosystem for climate change analysis,
where macro-level events can play out
in highly differentiated ways at the local level
and where various factors interact in dynamic
and unpredictable ways. Broadly, climate change
is impacting the country in three interrelated
areas: (1) riverine erosion and flooding; (2)
the effects of rising sea levels, particularly
salinization of the groundwater in littoral
areas; and (3) increasingly extreme weather
patterns, including cyclones. These climatic
trends have combined and contributed to
large-scale population movements from rural
to urban areas, significant air pollution in cities,
denuding of hillsides in contested territories of
the country and a dramatic loss of livelihood
for large numbers of Bangladeshis. This section
explores the environmental trends as a first step
in understanding how they might be contributing
to increased risks of insecurity.

Changing rivers
Bangladesh is located at the world’s largest
delta, crisscrossed by hundreds of rivers
that support the livelihoods of much of the
country’s population.83 These rivers carry silt
from glacial mountains southwards, depositing

crucial nutrients for the farmers living along
their banks. Flooding has long been a regular
seasonal occurrence across much of the territory
of Bangladesh, with unusually large floods taking
place roughly every twenty years for much of the
last century.84 In recent decades, however, many
of Bangladesh’s riverine areas have experienced
unusually heavy flooding, resulting in the erosion
of enormous swathes of riverbank land.85 The
frequency of above normal floods has shown a
steadily increasing trend over the past 50 years,
including two floods considered “catastrophic”
and four of them “exceptional.”86
Heavier flooding is caused by a combination
of environmental factors: significantly heavier
rainfall during Bangladesh’s rainy season, faster
glacial melting at the source of major rivers and
extreme storms and cyclones.87 Increased rainfall
in the upper basins of the major rivers, combined
with temperature increases up to 2°Celsius is
expected to increase river runoff from the
Ganges by nearly 20 per cent in the coming
decade, while several scientific projections
suggest far more frequent catastrophic
flooding across all the major rivers in the very
near future.88 There is broad consensus across
studies of Bangladesh and the experts consulted
for this report that these trends toward larger,
more frequent flooding and riverbank erosion
directly result from global warming.
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The consequences of increasing riverbank
erosion have been dramatic. At least 20 of
the 64 districts in Bangladesh experience
significant riverbank erosion and enormous
loss of arable land annually.89 According to one
study, floods inundate between 20-70 per cent
of the country’s landmass each year,90 while a
single flood in 2007 submerged over two million
hectares of cropland, destroyed 85,000 homes
and caused more than 1,000 deaths.91 More
than six million inhabitants of the so-called
chars of Bangladesh — the various sandbars,
islands, and other temporary land areas in
riparian zones — are increasingly under direct
threat by flooding.92 Poor, highly dependent
upon arable land and with few viable coping
mechanisms, the riverine farming communities
of Bangladesh are extraordinarily vulnerable to
the rise of floodwaters, especially the extreme
flooding that is occurring more frequently
now.93 Recent reports have drawn a strong
link between riverine erosion and poverty rates
in Bangladesh.94
The result has been a dramatic surge in flooddriven migration across Bangladesh. During the
2007 extreme flood, for example, 3,000 people
per day relocated to Dhaka and most have not
returned to their former homes.95 According to
one major study, at least 400,000 Bangladeshis
move to Dhaka each year, more than 80 per cent
of whom attribute their move to environmental
causes.96 Displaced people now make up more
than 80 per cent of the urban population of
Bangladesh, the vast majority working in the
informal sector and residing in insecure slums.97
While other factors — such as the economic
shifts of production to cities — may also play
a role, climate change is certainly an important
contributing factor to urbanization.

Rising seas
Bangladesh is an extremely low-lying country
with most of its landmass within three meters
of sea level and much of its population living
in coastal areas.98 Roughly 30 per cent of the
country’s cultivable land is in coastal areas, and
thus, impacted by sea level changes.99 Tidal data
along the Bangladeshi coast indicates that sea

level rises are growing at a considerably faster
rate than the global average.100 During peak
rainy season, sea levels swell still higher as huge
quantities of water flow from the major rivers
outward. This combination of geography and
environmental change makes Bangladesh one of
the most vulnerable countries in the world when
it comes to the effect of sea level rises.
The impact of rising sea levels includes extreme
inundation and flooding in coastal areas, coastal
erosion and saltwater intrusion into ground
and surface water, with impacts on coastal
ecosystems. Saline intrusion can have immediate
health impacts — for example, 20 million people
living in coastal areas are affected by high saline
levels in their drinking water.101 It is already
having a broader impact on the mangrove
ecosystems that provides livelihood to millions
of Bangladeshis.102 In some parts of the country,
saline intrusion has already penetrated more
than 100 kilometers inland.103
Saltwater intrusion has a direct and negative
impact on agriculture, a particularly troubling
trend given that saltwater has already reached
26 per cent of Bangladesh’s landmass and set
to increase to 55 per cent by 2050.104 A range
of studies demonstrate significant agricultural
productivity losses from rising soil and river
salinity resulting from sea level change.105
Rice paddies in particular — a major source of
income and food security for Bangladesh —
are extremely susceptible to changes in saline
levels and are already suffering shortfalls due to
saltwater encroachment.106 Women and children
face particular risks from saltwater erosion,
including to health and livelihoods.107
As with riverbank erosion, increasing salinity
is contributing to larger and faster migration
from rural agricultural zones into major urban
areas.108 Forced to leave areas with low crop
yields, farmers are unable to replace their
incomes in rural areas and have overwhelmingly
turned to cities to eke out an income. This also
appears to be accelerating. Some studies predict
a sea level rise of up to 125 centimeters within
the coming century, which would effectively
drown the southern half of Bangladesh if no
action is taken.109 When combined with other
environmental changes — especially a drier
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Water is supplied by the military in Old Dhaka.

dry season — the salinity levels of much of the
arable coastal land may presage the decline of
the agricultural sector, with the overwhelming
bulk of the population living in cities. The result
could be a massive food security crisis for the
heavily agriculture-dependent country.

Growing storms
Bangladesh is extraordinarily prone to extreme
weather and is impacted by more than ten
per cent of the world’s tropical cyclones. 110
Cyclones create surges in the water levels along
the country’s coast, regularly destroying large
numbers of residences and also contributing to
the denuding of hillsides across the country.111
Disastrous cyclones, such as those in 1970 and
1991, killed hundreds of thousands of people

and devastated the country’s infrastructure.112
Severe cyclones over the past ten years have
killed thousands of people, displaced several
million from their homes and caused billions of
dollars of damage to crops.
The intensity of tropical cyclones globally is
partially dependent upon water temperature,
with warmer waters tending to generate
more severe storms.113 It is not clear from the
scholarship to date, however, whether the
frequency of cyclones is affected by rising sea
temperatures, though there appears broad
consensus that the intensity of cyclones has
already begun increasing in some regions and
is likely to continue.114 Complicating matters,
cyclones appear follow broad multidecade
cyclical trends, often increasing in intensity and
frequency in one region for a thirty year period
and then returning to a lower rate.
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Across parts of the Bay of Bengal, there is some
evidence that tropical cyclones have increased
in intensity in the past decade.115 This correlates
with a rise in sea temperature of at least 0.5°
Celsius, though other factors could also be playing
a role.116 A recent study predicts that while the
overall frequency of cyclones in Bangladesh may
decrease, the combination of greater severity
and higher sea levels will almost certainly cause
greater inland inundation and more damage to
people and crops117 This aligns with simulated
models showing a significant increase in impacts
of cyclone-driven surges as a result of water
temperature increases.118 Moreover, as the locus
of cyclonic activity continues to shift eastward
over time, new communities with fewer coping
mechanisms are already being affected. 119
The extreme vulnerability of the Bangladeshi
population to even temporary surges in water
levels caused by cyclones means millions are at
risk every monsoon season.120

Tropical cyclones, often in combination with
riverine flooding and other factors, play
an important role in migration patterns in
Bangladesh. Evaluating the precise impact of
extreme weather on migration is complex,
given the number of other factors at play and
the temporary nature of many population
movements.121 However, some studies have
demonstrated a tendency for rural Bangladeshi
populations to at least temporarily migrate to
urban areas during severe storms.122 Some
may lack the means to migrate during a crisis
— particularly women, who rarely migrate
independently — meaning that often the most
vulnerable must stay in highly exposed settings
during a cyclone.123
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II

The Impact of Climate
Change on Violent
Conflict Risks
A

nalysing the impact of climate change
on the risks of violence in Bangladesh
is complex. As other studies on climatesecurity have identified, often the relationship
between environmental change and other
dynamics is indirect and combined with a range
of other contributing factors. Even the concept of
security can be confusing — there is a tendency
to conflate the notion of “human security” with
the more specific issue of violent conflict, and
also to assume that poor development leads
inexorably towards greater conflict risks. This
report recognizes the research findings about
the linkages between poor human security
and higher risks of violent conflict, particularly
where socioeconomic grievances are based
on high levels of inequality. 124 But it also
acknowledges the shortcomings of the (often
implicit) assumption that poor socioeconomic
development, resource scarcity and related
migration will drive people towards more violent
modes of behaviour.125
The analysis in this report concludes that in
many areas climate change is acting as a “threat
multiplier,” exacerbating existing tensions and
increasing the likelihood that individuals and
communities resort to violence, including: (1)
increasing security risks in the Chittagong

Hill Tracts and Cox’s Bazar refugee camps; (2)
heightening tensions along the India-Bangladesh
border and within India; and (3) causing rapid and
potentially dangerous urbanization. In addition,
climate change is having: (4) a significant
effect on the socioeconomic development of a
country that already suffers from high levels of
inequality, where the shocks of crop shortages
and natural disasters are disproportionately felt
by the poorest and most marginalized. These
findings align with and amplify existing studies
on climate-security in Bangladesh126 and also
contributes to the literature on the ways in which
climate change is multiplying risks elsewhere in
the world, including by increasing competition
over scarce resources, increasing population
movements and reducing key livelihoods that
prevent individuals from more violent forms
of survival.

In many areas climate change
is acting as a “threat multiplier,”
exacerbating existing
tensions and increasing the
likelihood that individuals and
communities resort to violence.
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Security risks in
the Chittagong Hill
Tracts and Cox’s Bazar
Along the easternmost border of Bangladesh,
the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) has long been
one of the most conflict prone areas of the
country. A complex network of mixed ethnic
communities stretches from the CHT into
Myanmar and northeastern India, with a history
of occasional flare ups of violence, particularly
between the indigenous people of the area and
the broader Bengali population.127 In the 1970s,
an indigenous insurgency movement in the CHT
challenged the Government and led to sporadic
fighting over 20 years, resulting in a peace
accord that included granting semi-autonomy
to the region, although this has yet to actually
materialize.128 While a peace accord was reached
in 1997, it has never been fully implemented,
contributing to continued tensions and hotly
contested land disputes across the CHT. Over
time, this has contributed to far slower and more
uneven growth in the CHT, with the region now
being one of the poorest in Bangladesh.129
These conflict dynamics are intimately connected
to the broader region, especially the continuing
crisis involving the Rohingya ethnic group in
Myanmar. In 1978, 250,000 ethnic Rohingya were
violently expelled from Myanmar by the national
army and some settled in the Bandarban Hills
area. Other waves of Rohingya were settled in
the same area beginning in the early 1990s,
with hundreds of thousands arriving following
the latest rounds of violence. There are some
indications that the Bangladeshi Government
has been unable to stop armed opposition
groups from Myanmar to recruit and operate
in the Bandarban Hills District, which has kept
border tensions extremely high.130 In addition,
there are reports that Rohingya groups have
been brought into existing intercommunal land
disputes in CHT.131 The large and unplanned
influx of refugees into the area has contributed
to rapid environmental degradation, including
the denuding of large hillside areas, making

them even more susceptible to landslides during
cyclones and floods. The population growth has
placed huge pressure on the water table in Cox’s
Bazar, which was already deeply affected by
environmental change for decades previously.132
Since the Rohingya influx in late 2017, there has
been a significant increase in political violence
in the CHT.
The combination of decades of conflict, deeply
rooted intercommunal land disputes and chronic
underdevelopment has meant the CHT and
Cox’s Bazar are extremely susceptible to new
shocks and also prone to violent responses to
them.133 Decades of deforestation have also left
the hills with far greater exposure to landslides
and flooding during the monsoon season, with
high rates of crop failure recorded in recent
years.134 As described above, the combination
of riverbank erosion, flooding, and increasingly
severe cyclones is contributing to a reduction
of arable land and further displacements in an
already fragile region. Reports of increased land
grabbing – including through violent means – are
a signal that tensions have grown and are directly
related to the underlying conflict dynamics
that have existed there for decades.135 These
findings in the CHT align with other research
indicating that climate-related loss of arable
land and fishing have driven increased tensions
amongst communities.136
Additionally, the growing rates of crop failure —
due, in part, to severe weather and reductions in
cultivable land — have a disproportionate impact
on the impoverished areas of the CHT, where
communities have long born a resentment
against the Government for economic
marginalization. Expert warnings of growing
severe food shortages in the CHT point to a risk
that the indigenous population in particular
might again resort to confrontation with the
Government.137 Indeed, recent reports suggest
that violence has already increased in some of
the affected areas.138 Given the long history of
insurgencies and conflict in the region, some
experts suggested climate-driven changes were
heightening the risks of a future insurgency.
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Migration from
Bangladesh into India
Tensions between India and Bangladesh have
long-standing roots in Partition, but appear to
be affected more recently by two environmental
factors: climate-driven migration from
Bangladesh into India and the gradual drying
up of the glaciers that source the major rivers
running through both countries. This section
will focus on migration, though the issue of
water-related conflicts may also play a role in
the future.139
Millions of Bangla speaking peoples of alleged
Bangladeshi origin live in India. Reports
indicate that hundreds of thousands move
from Bangladesh to India annually, a trend
the Indian Government has referred to as a
national security threat.140 India has attempted
to take up the issue of illegal migration with
the Bangladeshi Government, which is seen to
have refused to take meaningful measures to
address the flows of people from its territory
into India. In response, starting in 2012, the
Indian Government erected high-tech fencing
and surveillance along parts of its border with
Bangladesh.141 Indian border security has also
occasionally killed Bangladeshis in border
security operations designed to push immigrants
back across the border.142 According to one
group, more than 1,000 Bangladeshi nationals
have been killed by Indian border forces
since 2000.143
In addition to border tensions, the risks of
violence within India are also related to the issue
of migration, particularly in the Assam region
north-east of Bangladesh. In the past, the issue
of Bangla speaking populations in Assam has
played a role in violent conflict, including the
1979-85 uprising.144 More recently, the issue of
immigration into the Assam region has again
been at the centre of tensions, violent clashes
and xenophobic anti-Muslim rhetoric.145 These
tensions are indirectly related to climate-

driven changes in two ways: (1) within Assam,
intensified flooding has displaced millions and
caused greater competition over scarce land (the
core issue of dispute amongst the communities
there); and (2) flooding and salt water intrusion
in Bangladesh has contributed to increased
migration into India.146
The lack of up-to-date census data on
immigration from Bangladesh into India means
it is difficult to know with certainty whether
immigrants are driven there by environmental
changes in their home areas.147 However, to
extrapolate from an empirical study conducted
regarding immigration from rural areas into
Dhaka, the overwhelming rationale for relocating
was environmental.148 Given these findings, it
appears likely that a significant portion of the
immigrants leaving Bangladesh for Assam,
India, are also driven by climate-related changes
to their home areas, though this is a highly
contested issue in India-Bangladesh relations.
Given the political causes of migration though,
government decision-making has in the past had
an enormous impact on migration patterns in
Bangladesh and India, while political positioning
around immigrants is often the direct driver of
the kinds of nationalism and xenophobia that
drive violence.149 Climate-driven population
movements are nevertheless one among many
factors influencing risks.
Finally, long-standing tensions between India
and Bangladesh over water-sharing of the
major rivers crossing their borders could be
influenced by climate change in the near future.
Amidst low levels of trust and outdated bilateral
arrangements, both sides watch changes
in water flows extremely carefully. A recent
Bangladeshi decision to allow India greater rights
to draw from the Feni river triggered significant
political debate, while other agreements appear
to face strong domestic pressures. While there is
no indication that these tensions will break out
into conflict in the short term, as climate change
continues to affect water flows across the IndiaBangladesh border, the potential for escalation
may grow.
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Urbanization
and insecurity
The collective impact of climate-driven changes
to riverbanks, sea levels and weather patterns
has been to significantly accelerate population
movements into large urban areas, Dhaka
and Chittagong in particular. Natural disasters
already displace 700,000 Bangladeshis each
year.150 Of these, at least 400,000 arrive to
Dhaka, most claiming that they have been
displaced by environmental shocks, including
direct loss of livelihoods from tropical storms
and flooding.151 One study found that 81 per
cent of slum inhabitants had moved to Dhaka for
climate change-related reasons, even those who
migrated several decades earlier.152 Another
study demonstrated the direct link between a
major tropical cyclone and the creation of one
of Dhaka’s largest slums.153 Dhaka’s slums have
swelled to accommodate these arrivals — areas
considered slums or squatter colonies now
account for roughly 80 per cent of the city.154
People moving from rural to urban areas are
uniquely susceptible to risks of homelessness
and landlessness and overwhelmingly reside
in the poorest parts of cities.155 Ironically, the
cities present no refuge from the continuing
impacts of climate change. In fact, a study of 136
global cities concluded that the two most likely
to witness the greatest proportional increase
in people exposed to climate extremes by the
year 2017 were Dhaka and Chittagong.156 The
slums also present the most acute risks of
violence, whether criminality, organized cartels
or domestic forms of violence.157 A 2007 World
Bank study found that insecurity was a major
problem in Dhaka’s slums, with over 90 per cent
of the population claiming to have been affected
by violent criminality.158
Women are especially vulnerable to this
violence, including sexual assaults and rapes,
and have fewer avenues of recourse to protect
themselves. 159 Additionally, one expert in
Bangladesh noted that declines in livelihoods
had an indirect effect on violence against women
in the home. As women were increasingly

required to acquire employment alongside their
work in the home, there appeared to be greater
rates of domestic violence against them. 160
While this study is not focused on criminal or
domestic violence per se, significant scholarship
links various forms of violence with heightened
risks of violent conflict. For example, the
OECD’s States of Fragility 2016 report described
the complex ways in which different forms of
violence interact and drive each other, calling it a
form of “contagion” that could easily spread into
other forms.161 The rapid and largely unplanned
urbanization in Bangladesh — driven in large
part by environmental change — has contributed
to sprawling violent slums, where resorting to
criminality and increasingly organized forms of
violent behaviour appear on the rise.

Poverty and inequality
Bangladesh has extremely high rates of
inequality, with massive and growing differences
between the living conditions of the elite and the
poor.162 The impacts of climate change are not
felt evenly across the country but are borne most
directly by the country’s poorest communities.
The Government’s growth-focused development
strategy may have a macroeconomic benefit on
the country but does not appear to have been
implemented thus far with inequality in mind.163
Inequality is also affected by urbanization:
Dhaka has the most unequal conditions in the
country. Despite the appearance of greater
opportunity, the poor of Dhaka tend to face
the greater economic exclusion and social
marginalization.164 In the political economy of
Bangladesh, climate change has the perverse
result of making poor communities still more
vulnerable to the next shock. And while there is
no immediate relationship between inequality
and violent conflict, there is strong evidence
that political and economic exclusion are
consistent and meaningful drivers of conflict in
the longer term.165
The agricultural sector is the most susceptible to
climate change and, according to a wide range
of studies, is already significantly challenged.
One study has found that climate change
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causes significant and rapidly increasing losses
in the rice production sector, which currently
accounts for over 90 per cent of Bangladesh’s
food production.166 This can lead to precipitous
shortfalls, such as in 2007 when a cyclone
destroyed one million tons of rice and 350,000
trees.167 Annually, climate variability reduces
crop production by more than 7 per cent, a USD
$26 billion loss that is experienced most directly
by local farmers.168 Beyond the economic impact,
there is some evidence that changing rainfall
patterns resulted in increased conflicts over
water management for agriculture and fishing.169
Competition over land is another area of
concern. The poorest people often live on
government-owned land, which is provided
for free. As these lands are eroded by climate
change and combined with the displacement
of hundreds of thousands of people per year
due to flooding, competition over the free land
has grown increasingly fierce. In some districts,
overcrowding on government-owned land has
resulted in open violence, while there are also
reports of violent land grabbing in areas where
migrants had relocated.170
Some scholarship has suggested that growing
poverty and social marginalization may be
driving recruitment into violent extremism,
including jihadi groups with networks stretching
into Afghanistan and beyond.171 Violent attacks
in 2015, reportedly by a group affiliated with Al
Qaeda172 and in 2016 by an Islamic State-aligned
group, has kept the issue very much alive in
Bangladesh. Recruitment into violent extremist
groups is, according to some researchers, driven
by socioeconomic inequalities that have been

exacerbated by climate-driven changes to
livelihoods.173 However, as significant scholarship
has demonstrated, it should not be taken for
granted that simple causal lines between
poverty and violent extremism are difficult
to draw,174 Experts on Bangladesh consulted
for this study have stressed that the dynamics
around violent extremist groups in-country
are far more politically influenced than related
to socioeconomic conditions. But there is a
perception amongst some quarters that the risk
of violent extremism in Bangladesh may have
grown in recent years.175

Conclusion
There is a growing body of evidence to indicate
that climate-driven changes in Bangladesh are
contributing to greater risks of insecurity. The
causal path is often not direct, but there is a
strong case to be made that the increasingly
severe and erratic weather patterns in
Bangladesh have converged with existing risks
in ways that have amplified the likelihood of
violent conflict and in some cases contributed
to violent deaths already. As the following
section describes, the Government’s response
to emerging dynamics is crucial, in particular
how national and local programming may
mitigate (or indeed unintentionally increase)
risks. Examining both the national Bangladeshi
adaptation strategy and the UN’s response, good
practice and comparative lessons for the UN and
partners are considered.
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III

Adaptation Strategies:
The Government of
Bangladesh and the UN
B

angladesh is recognized as a global
leader on climate change adaptation
and Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina was
awarded the UN’s environmental leadership
prize in 2015.176 It was one of the first countries
in the world to adopt a national plan of action
in 2009, which aims to mainstream climate
across all of its key ministries.177 Building on
this, in 2018 Bangladesh’s National Economic
Council issued Delta Plan 2100, a USD $37 billion
strategy to secure the country’s water resources
and mitigate the effects of climate change over
a 12 year period. The plan aims to build flood
management capacity, improve agricultural
sustainability, strengthen infrastructure in coastal
zones and grow governance and transboundary
cooperation around water resources. While
there is some evidence that the plan may help
mitigate some of socioeconomic impacts of
climate change, the State’s overall approach
faces key shortcomings and challenges. These
include when it comes to addressing inequalities,
meaningful programming to address the
impacts on women, urban planning and the
unintended consequences of land reclamation.
In some key areas, it appears that Bangladesh’s
climate change response is suffering from
maladaptation, potentially worsening the risks
of conflict.178 And certainly, the climate-security
lens has yet to become part of the Government’s
national level response.

Mainstreaming climate
The principle goal of mainstreaming climate is
to ensure efficient use of resources, respond to
the interconnected ways in which climate change
impacts different sectors and build government
responses that address inequalities and longerterm sustainability.179 Bangladesh was one of
the first countries to mainstream climate across
its State development planning and policies,
alongside climate-specific programming. 180
The Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and
Action Plan (BCCSAP) contains more than 40
programmes and is supported by two trust funds
collectively worth USD $270 million.181 More than
100 projects have been funded so far, including
research on drought, saline tolerant crops and
coastal management.182
By placing climate at the centre of national level
planning, Bangladesh has developed important
capacities, including globally recognized climate
expertise within its Government and its partners.
Capacity-building around climate adaptation is
a regular feature of Government-led projects,
and Bangladesh now houses the important
International Centre for Climate Change and
Development. Additionally, it has a globally
recognized early warning and disaster response
system, which has achieved remarkable
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successes in responding to some of the most
serious environmentally-driven crises. 183
However, notably absent from Government
plans and analysis is any acknowledgement of
the risks that climate change may create for
increases in violence. According to some experts,
even the more indirect ways in which climate
is driving risks to livelihoods is not present in
national level planning.184
It is worth highlighting that Bangladesh’s
mainstreaming of climate change was initially
criticized for being insufficiently focused on
gender. A study carried out by the German
International Cooperation Agency (GIZ)
in 2012 noted that of the 44 programmes
carried out under Bangladesh’s 2008 strategy,
only four mentioned gender specifically.185
In 2013, however, the Government issued
a Climate Change and Gender Action Plan,
which recognizes the different impacts of
climate change on women and lays out some
programmatic responses tailored to support
them.186 This important initiative appears to have
improved the ways in which some environmental
programming has taken gender into account.
However, the relative lack of genderdisaggregated data and analysis in Government
programmes, along with chronic shortfalls in
women’s access to credit, land ownership and
sustainable adaptation technology, means that
climate effects remain disproportionately carried
by women.187

Land reclamation –
a double-edged sword
One promising Government initiative has been
towards land reclamation in areas where erosion
has caused massive land loss and displacement.
While Bangladesh has worked for decades to
reclaim land from the seacoast, efforts have
increased dramatically in the past decade. With
the support of the Netherlands, the Bangladeshi
Water Development Board has overseen an
ambitious set of projects designed to dam flood
prone areas and rebuild land into the delta and
the sea.188 Already, Bangladesh has reclaimed
more than 1,000 square kilometres from the sea
and has set an ambitious plan of reclaiming a

total of 10,000 square kilometres over the next
20 years.189 Increasing the amounts of arable and
habitable land could alleviate some of the most
immediate risks of intercommunal tensions.
However, Government-led land reclamation may
have created new risks as well. There is evidence
that some land reclamation projects have been
seized upon as opportunities for land grabbing,
especially by elites with insider knowledge of
how the projects will be implemented. After
land is grabbed, groups often hire private
militias to secure their tenure by force.190 This
not only perpetuates inequalities, stripping
poor communities of their livelihoods, but also
introduces higher risks of violence around land
tenure issues.191 Land reclamation therefore
appears as a double-edge sword: necessary for
coastal communities to maintain their livelihoods
but a potential new source of conflict in an era
of land scarcity.

Unplanned
urbanization
Hundreds of thousands of climate-displaced
people leave rural Bangladesh and arrive in
Dhaka every year. Across the country’s major
cities highly vulnerable people live in slums and
have less access to State resources than other
communities. Bangladesh’s Government has not
yet put in place a viable urban planning policy to
address these trends at a macro or a local level.
State-led urban development — particularly
housing — does not prioritize inequality,
improving housing affordability or improving
access to land for vulnerable populations in
cities.192 The State provides almost no housing or
land to urban populations, which has allowed the
informal sector to become the dominant housing
supplier in cities. As a result, the costs of land in
the poorest slums is often significantly higher
than in wealthier neighbourhoods.193
This has a disproportionately negative impact
on the poorest populations, most of whom lack
sufficient income to take out loans and who are
therefore vulnerable to predatory practices and
cycles of increasing poverty and dependence.194
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Slum dwellers are also highly susceptible to
flooding and the destructive capacities of tropical
storms. Without a government-led response
that targets their needs, many are caught in
endless cycles of poverty and displacement.
Worryingly, a study that interviewed several
relevant Government officials found that they
did not see a governmental role in addressing
the needs of migrant populations in Dhaka’s
slums.195 As one expert wrote, “national climate
change adaptation policy does not consider
urban adaptation and strengthening urban
government capacity to reduce the vulnerability
of the extreme poor as a priority.”196

Relations with India
The complex relationship between Bangladesh
and India has not allowed for meaningful
bilateral arrangements to address crossborder migration. Lacking such arrangements,
India has responded with increasingly harsh
security and political measures. In late 2019,
a new citizenship law in India that specifically
excluded Muslims from a path to citizenship
prompted large-scale protests and fears that
the millions of Bangladeshis residing in India
might be expelled. Reports of violence along
the India-Bangladesh border indicated that at
least 20 people were killed.197 Bangladesh’s
response was to temporarily cut off mobile
phone service along the border area (ostensibly
to reduce rumour milling), to refuse attempts
by the Indian security services to deport people
from India and to formally protest the new law.
While the current crisis may well pass, the longerterm issue of massive population movements
— driven in part by the effects of climate change
— is far from addressed and may well result in
further violence.

Missing:
The climate-security lens
Bangladesh is a global leader in mainstreaming
climate across its national plans. This has resulted
in positive outcomes in many respects. However,

at a national level the links between climate
change and risks of violence are fundamentally
ignored. There is no mention of violence, conflict,
or even displacement in Bangladesh’s national
climate plan. This is partially because much of
the insecurity in Bangladesh has deeply political
roots. Tensions over land ownership in the
CHT, for example, are the result of decades of
intercommunal dynamics and a sense amongst
many in the area that they have been neglected by
the Government. Likewise, the highly vulnerable
Rohingya populations in Cox’s Bazar are caught
up in the conflict dynamics in Myanmar as well as
domestic politics in Bangladesh. Long-standing
tensions between India and Bangladesh mean
that issues of migration and displacement
are often politicized for domestic and foreign
audiences. The intensely political nature of many
of the conflict risks has resulted in a partial blind
spot on the climate-security link, at least in terms
of national level attention. One Bangladeshi
expert captured the issue, “The Government
simply isn’t willing to accept climate-driven
insecurity as a priority.”198

The UN in Bangladesh
The UN’s Resident Coordinator in Bangladesh
has prioritized climate change adaptation across
the UN’s country level programming. In the
2020 Common Country Analysis, a document
that is shared across the UN family though not
published, climate change is featured as a major
risk to the broader development, humanitarian
and human security goals for the country.199 A
dedicated climate expert from UNDP supports
the RC’s office, offering climate inputs to the
major UN-wide products and processes. Other
climate expertise exists within several of the UN
agencies on the ground. Broadly this work does
not directly address climate-security linkages per
se; instead, it is aimed at mitigating the effects
of natural disasters, improving the resilience of
vulnerable communities and addressing chronic
food insecurity. Some of this programming may
have a beneficial impact on the risks that climate
change poses to security in-country and experts
within the UN have highlighted that climatesecurity will be an increasingly important issue
across the UN family in Bangladesh in the future.
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Some of the most impactful work is in disaster risk
reduction. The UN supports a local government
initiative on climate change that aims to finance
resilience projects in the 72 most vulnerable
areas of the country.200 The World Bank has
invested USD $240 million in programming to
support resilience and emergency preparedness,
while the Asian Development Bank has
proposed a USD $200 million grant to improve
infrastructure in disaster-prone areas.201 The UN
participates in the Natural Hazards Risk Analysis
Taskforce, which provides modelling on natural
disasters and offers mitigation project proposals
in response.202 Importantly, much of the UN’s
work is focused on improving the resilience of
especially vulnerable communities, including the
World Food Programme (WFP)’s work to reduce
the livelihoods and food security impacts of
environmental shocks.
Given the specific and severe impacts of climate
change on women, UNDP and UN Women in
particular have dedicated capacities supporting
relevant Government ministries to ensure
the climate budgetary processes and overall
planning are more gender-responsive. Alongside
this advisory support, UN agencies provide
disaster resistant livelihood programming for
women most at risk, and programming meant
to address maternal mortality, especially in the
context of natural disasters.203
Supporting Bangladesh to implement its
international climate obligations is another
priority area for the UN, and one which
may reduce the risks to the country over
time. Specifically, the UN has supported the
Government in complying with the three Rio
Conventions and Multilateral Environmental
Agreements and works closely with relevant
agencies to help the Government meet its
obligations on biodiversity, pollution and
emissions under the Montreal Protocol.
Helping Bangladesh access new sources
of funding for climate response is another
important area for the UN. A range of UN
agencies are accredited to the Green Climate

Fund and are supporting the Government access
new lines of funding. Looking forward, WFP
and UNDP are supporting the Government to
integrate forecast-based financing and climate
risk insurance into its business process. This
complements other significant investments,
including those from the World Bank and the
Asian Development Bank.204
The combination of a refugee crisis from
Myanmar and extreme weather has required
an unprecedented humanitarian response by
the UN.205 In September 2019, for example, a
massive monsoon rain fell on the Rohingya
refugee camps in southern Bangladesh that
required the UN’s largest emergency response
of the year, with 16,000 people needing
food assistance in only 24 hours.206 As with
government adaptation responses, however,
the UN’s are not immune from the unintended
consequences of maladaptation. For example,
a study of international aid to cyclone-affected
areas in the CHT found that interventions
may have exacerbated the vulnerability of
marginalized urban populations due in part to
a lack of engagement with community-based
governance mechanisms.207
Taken together, the UN’s support to Bangladesh
is significantly focused on helping the country
adapt to the new and harsh realities of climate
change. While this is admirable and offers
meaningful good practice for the rest of the
UN system, the conflict-security link remains
underexplored. In discussions with experts
within and outside the UN in Bangladesh, it
was clear that many saw the importance of
bringing climate-security to the fore but found
the practical aspects difficult to address. Many
of the issues — especially around displacement,
radicalization and land disputes — are extremely
sensitive and difficult to discuss alongside
climate. Similarly, it appears the humanitarian
and development agencies tend to remain
focused on the overwhelming nature of
Bangladesh’s natural disasters.
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IV

Lessons and
Conclusions
1

Think beyond climate change
as a threat multiplier.

The term “threat multiplier” usefully positions
climate change as one of many factors
influencing security risks in a given setting,
and it avoids the kind of deterministic causality
that has caused concern amongst scholars.
However, as the Bangladesh case highlights,
merely thinking of climate as multiplier may fail
to capture the scope of the impact and also the
highly dynamic ways risks intersect in a complex
system. One option proposed by a well-known
climate-security scholar would be to recast
the issue as one of converging risks, asking
how the variety of risk factors (e.g. inequality,
displacement, a history of violence and climate
change) interact and feed each other.208 This kind
of analysis would more easily allow the UN to
identify how climate change might be increasing
risks in a variety of areas, leading to better
programmatic response.

2

Anticipate maladaptation.

Though Bangladesh is in many respects a
global leader in climate change adaptation, this
study has demonstrated several ways in which
the Government has maladapted, potentially
increasing risks rather than mitigating them.209
A key first step in addressing the risks of

maladaptation is to begin planning with a clear
intention to do no harm and avoid locking in the
detrimental effects of new initiatives.210 A second
important step is to think of the longer-term
consequences of palliative short-term actions.
For example, improvements to infrastructure
in cyclone-prone areas may reduce risks and
boost the local economy, but this, in turn, could
encourage people to remain in hazardous
areas or create a pull effect that could increase
tensions over resources.211

3

Enable inclusive adaptation.

One of the most common outcomes of
maladaptation is the unintentional widening of
the gap between rich and poor. While Bangladesh
has in principle adopted a “pro-poor” principle
to its climate strategy, in practice many of its
programmes appear highly insensitive to the
negative impacts on the poorest communities.
There are almost always winners and losers when
adaptation plans are implemented, and many
of Bangladesh’s plans risk driving marginalized
people into even more vulnerable positions.212
Horizontal inequalities do not necessarily directly
cause conflict but they are a consistently cited as
an important factor in driving societies towards
violence.213 Planning and implementing policies
that target inequality directly should be central
to future climate responses.214
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4

Develop specific outcomes on
gender.

As described above, climate change poses very
specific risks to women in Bangladesh, from
impacts on livelihoods to possible increased rates
of domestic violence. While the Government has
taken important steps to tailor programming
towards women, much of it appears at the policy
level, without specific outcomes and indicators
that will measure success.

5

Think beyond the economy.

The bulk of scholarship on climate change in
Bangladesh is focused on the economic impact
on the country and its people. While economic
trends are important, this study recognizes that
social dynamics, long-standing intercommunal
issues, political distributions of power, and
differing impacts on youth and women are
central to addressing the complex impacts of
climate change and conflict risks.215 It will be
important to build up the capacity, within the
Government and the UN, for this kind of analysis.

6

Build multi-scalar responses.

The threats to Bangladesh stem from far broader
geothermal trends and require a response
based on a firm understanding of how climate
change is affecting the entire planet. However,
in terms of Bangladesh’s adaptation response, it
is equally important that national authorities are
aware of local realities when executing climate
programming. Often the so-called “autonomous
adaptation” of communities — how they seek
to address risks amongst themselves — plays
a determining role in how new programmes
will play out. 216 Focusing on communitybased governance also reduces the risks of
maladaptation and may prevent some of the
issues around elite capture discussed above.

7

Re-examine the terminology
around migration and
displacement.

Though beyond the immediate focus of this
study, the displacement of huge numbers of
people inside and beyond Bangladesh’s borders
strains the current terms used to describe and
support displaced people. For example, many of
the alleged Bangladeshis now residing in India
have been described as more like “environmental
refugees” than immigrants. Though this is
a controversial issue with implications for
international law, we believe the Bangladeshi
case offers a compelling reason to revisit
such terminology.217

8

Make climate-security a
country-wide focus for the UN.

The presence of a climate-security expert within
the Resident Coordinator’s office offered a stark
difference to other offices around the world.
It was clear that climate-security was rapidly
becoming an important lens through which the
RC viewed Bangladesh, and in some offices (such
as UNDP) there was also deep expertise on the
issue. The RC herself was clearly deeply engaged
on the issue and determined to find innovative
ways to promote it with her interlocutors at
all levels. However, when examining UN incountry programming as a whole, climatesecurity as a concept was essentially nonexistent, whereas the overriding focus was on
disaster response and adaptation. As laid out
in the recent Secretary-General reforms, the
entire development system needs to work for
prevention. This will require every UN agency
in countries like Bangladesh to ask themselves
how their programming can help reduce the risks
of conflict, avoid maladaptation and contribute
to preventing escalation into violence.
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