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Sundarbans, the world’s largest mangrove ecosystem and also one of the 

UNESCO world heritage sites, is a mangrove area in the delta formed by the 

confluence of the Ganga, Brahmaputra and Meghna rivers in the Bay of Bengal. 

It is delimited in the north by the ‘Dampier-Hodges Line’, the Bay of Bengal is 

in the south, river Hooghly in the west and the rivers Harinbhanga, Raimangal 

and Ichemati in the East. At present, the total area of Sundarbans is 25,000 sq. 

km, out of which almost 40% of the area falls under India and the rest in 

Bangladesh. The Indian part of the Sundarbans comprises about 9630 sq. km, 

4264 sq. km of which constitute a reserve forest. The rest 5366 sq. km is used for 

human settlement which is spread across the 2 districts of North and South 24 

Parganas which is further divided into 19 administrative blocks.  

 

 
It is now a fact that the richest 1% of countries of the world emit twice as much 

carbon as the poorest 50% and it is the people who live on the edge like those in 

Sundarbans who have to face the brunt of climate change and fight for survival 

day in and day out. If one look at the map one could see the extent of erosion 

along the entire sea face of the delta [Figure 2] 1. To put things into perspective, 

 
1 Figure 2 and 3: Long-term Island Area Alterations in the Indian and Bangladeshi Sundarban: An 
Assessment Using Cartographic and Remote Sensing Sources (S.Banerjee, N.S.Kar,S.Dasgupta, 
D.Mukherjee),2018 
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the sea level has risen by an average of 3 centimetres a year over the past few 

decades in the Sundarbans, which is almost double the global average, resulting 

in one of the fastest rates of coastal erosion in the world. Few islands like 

Lohachara and Bedford has already gone underwater, while residents of many 

islands of the Sundarbans have seen their homes being swallowed up by the sea 

and their farmland being inundated by brackish water coercing them to relocate. 

The southern group of islands is facing an erosion rate of 17.85% of total area 

[Figure 3]2 These facts to some extent reflect the lurid phenomena of climate 

change in the Sundarbans.  

 

 
 

At the policy level, there are very few national levels for people being displaced 

from their homes due to climate change. While most sudden displacement caused 

by disasters like cyclones and tsunamis are addressed through the disaster 

management policy of the states, there is no concrete policy framework in India 

for managing displacement and migration arising out of slow onset events like 

sea-level rise due to climate change.  The Inter-State Migrant Workmen Act of 

1979 which deals with interstate migration does not have separate provisions to 

deal with climate migrants. Similarly, the Embankment Law in West Bengal is 

almost 140 years old and hasn’t changed much since the colonial era. The 

legislation provides excessive power to the state bureaucracy to make them the 

ultimate arbiter regarding the embankments. This legislation thus operates in a 

completely different social and ecological reality than when it was made 140 

years ago. Similarly, one can see the apathy of countries to work closely on 

climate change and related issues. This can be seen from the fact that India and 

Bangladesh signed an MoU on the ‘Conservation of the Sundarbans’ and a joint 

working group was also created to oversee its implementation, which 

 
2 Ibid 

Figure 2 
Figure 3 
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unfortunately met only once in 2016 since its inception. There is also no concrete 

plan of action for biodiversity conservation, climate change adaptation, and 

sustainable socio-economic development. Unplanned development has also been 

another glaring characteristic. The most important problem of them all that needs 

to be addressed is that of top to bottom approach in policymaking and 

implementation, which has been plaguing policy framers from time immemorial. 

Ab initio, there is a need to accept that climate-based migration has the potential 

of serious socio-legal, economic and political impacts. At the National level, a 

legal and institutional framework should be put in place which solely focuses on 

managing displacement and migration arising from slow-onset events such as 

sea-level rise. Embankment laws need to be tweaked accordingly and new 

legislation needs to be put in place that will operate in today’s socio-ecological 

reality which will empower the local communities in matters involving them, 

both through the provisions of resources and legal powers. While working on the 

national front, the government will also need to recognize the threat of climate 

change as soon as possible and need to work closely with not only Bangladesh 

and other countries but also with Inter-Governmental Organizations like 

Mangroves for the Future (MFF), The Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem 

Project (BOBLME). It will also need to ensure that the NGOs working in the 

Sundarbans also get a free hand to execute their projects and not controlled by 

the local leaders to serve their political interests. Cataloguing of flora and fauna 

to identify threats of endangerment and extinction also needs to be done at the 

earliest. 

 

 

 
 

There are three ways in which the government can deal with the climate refugees 

of the Sundarbans. One is to protect. It will entail the government to build and 

A ruined house stands secluded in Dhablat,Sagar 
Broken tree reminding of the Amphan Catastrophe, Mousuni 
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upgrade dykes and embankments across the entire coastline to protect the people 

which will require the government to spend over 3 billion USD. At the same time, 

it needs to make sure that new technology and methods are used which will be 

compatible with the environment of the region as well as have greater longevity. 

Another approach is that of unaltered adaptation. In this approach, it is business 

as usual for the people with the required help from the government to adapt and 

survive staying in their places. The government can address this approach in 

many ways like making pucca houses under the ‘Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana 

Scheme, building cyclone and flood shelters and so on. Promoting and helping 

people with aquaculture, and freshwater supply through desalinization of 

subsurface brackish water, growing crops that not only require less water and 

grow in brackish water but also can give high returns, unlike the paddy crops. 

Setting up seed banks and giving the people access to climate finance and other 

innovative financial instruments can also be done. Similarly, the government also 

needs to look at the mangrove mudflat restoration and setting up of mangrove 

nursery in coordination with the local self-help groups and non-governmental 

organizations. It can also promote the alternative source of livelihood for the 

people in terms of eco-tourism which however needs to be well planned and 

controlled so as not to cause irreparable damage to the ecologically fragile region. 

The badly planned construction of roads, resorts and jetties lead to massive 

habitat destruction. Moreover, infrastructure for tourism, such as hotels and 

restaurants, takes priority in the allocation of vital resources like water, with 

groundwater being diverted from local people and farmland. These things should 

be kept in mind while promoting ecotourism. Last but not the least, the 

government can assist the people to move somewhere else. Most of the people 

are from the marginalized section and do not have any means to settle elsewhere, 

which necessitate the government to give attention to several things like the 

social, cultural, economic and psychological aspect of the persons being 

displaced and the people who receive them and their long term consequences. In 

other words, the process of assimilation should be dealt with very carefully. The 

government also needs to make sure that while resettling the displaced people too 

much pressure is not exerted in a particular place beyond its permissible capacity, 

while simultaneously build health and educational infrastructure and extending 

its social welfare cushion to cover all. The government can also collaborate with 

the NGOs and the self-help groups to set up vocational training institutes/centres 

so that the displaced people can eke out a livelihood, which will also contribute 

to the local economy and the overall economy of the state.  
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Conclusion 

To address the elephant in the room, it is high time that the Policy planning takes 

a Bottom-Top approach giving importance to the local communities and voices 

on the ground while planning and implementing any decisions involving the 

people at large. It needs to be kept in mind that though these people might not 

have the formal education or expertise to understand the nuances, they have been 

living in that environment, with the sea for many years and know the terrain inside 

out. The involvement of the people on the ground is a sine qua non in mitigation 

of the issues.  

To quote renowned environmental activist and thinker Dr. Vandana Shiva, “The 

climate-change crisis stands as a unique social and ecological challenge. No other 

challenge is so global in scope. There is no place to hide…. The poor, the weak, 

the excluded, the marginalized are threatened today. In the short term, we can 

continue to extend the profits and consumerism of the privileged by further 

dispossessing the poor. But tomorrow, even the rich and the powerful will not be 

immune from Gaia’s revenge. We will either have justice, sustainability, and 

peace together, or we will descend into ecological catastrophe, social chaos, and 

conflict.”3 Climate change affects all aspects of our lives through a domino effect 

and it is not possible to come to a solution through a single policy framework. 

Mitigation and adaptation needs to happen across all the spheres of life, otherwise 

we will have “no place to hide”. 

 

 
3 https://www.greenamerica.org/soil-not-oil-how-organics-can-feed-world/living-soil-vandana-shiva-triple-
climate-crisis 


