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ABSTRACT
As our world becomes increasingly vulnerable to
the effects of climate change, the Sundarbans - the
vast mangrove delta at the mouth of the Bay of Bengal
is no different. Recent weather events in this region,
particularly floods and cyclones, have devastated the
fragile ecosystem of Sundarbans and serve as a constant
reminder of climate change. The photo essay is based
on the case study of three islands of the Sundarbans
-Ghoramara, Mousuni, Sagar and Kakdwip, a peninsular
landmass, all on the mainland of Bengal in India. Keeping
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development goals in
mind, this essay seeks to engage and explore the synergy
between social impact and environmental sustainability.
We attempt to give first-person accounts of the people
facing the brunt of climate change and explore the
loopholes in India’s policy formulation process. The essay
will touch upon the related issues of agricultural woes,
fishing industry; address issues such as food security,
water access, health and education. It will also scrutinise
the role of the Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs)
and other related organisations in view of the spread
of Covid-19 in this region and its impact on the region’s
biodiversity. The essay attempts to delineate the idea
of climate change adaptation by the local communities
being a narrowly defensive action rather than a resilient
transformative action, having deep socio-cultural roots.
It calls for a significant change in the socio-political
framework and management of the region’s approach
to biodiversity in rural islands if human vulnerability to
climate change depredations is meant to be reduced and
sustainable development achieved.
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HOW MUCH LAND DOES A MAN LOSE

Source: Basu, S., 2020, Ghoramara

Riding back home after a day’s toil, atop a battered embankment on the coast of the Ghoramara Island, West Bengal. Sundarbans’ tryst with Anthropocene has been fatal to say the least.
At Sagardwip, the Bay of Bengal rises by an average of 3.14 mm
every year, even as less frequent but more devastating cyclones
overrun earthen dykes, salinate farmlands and erode the coast
(Hazra et al. 2002). A receding coastline remains the focus of
our attention in this essay. As is the case elsewhere, Sundarbans’
coastal land dynamics are governed not only by the relative sea
level rise (SLR), but also due to compaction and tectonic factors
and sediment flow from the rivers (Syvistki and Saito, 2007). Inland barriers on major rivers, land usage patterns and various
issues have been identified as anthropogenic challenges to the
region’s geomorphic patterns. Several islands like Bedford, Lohachara have already been submerged; Ghoramara and Sagardwip are bleeding at unprecedented rates. The photographs here
were taken during visits to the islands of Ghoramara, Mousuni,
Sagardwip, Namkhana and Kakdwip on the mainland, shortly
after another catastrophic cyclone Amphan (May 2020) on the
south-western coast of West Bengal and eastern Orissa. As relief
activists and surveyors, our journey through this bruised land-
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scape was as much of a lesson in structures and agents of resilience as it was about the policy shortcomings that are too dear
and severe for a string of sinking islands.
TO THOSE WHO WAIT FOR NONE

Source: Basu, S., 2020, Mousuni

Zakir (33), a resident of Bagdanga village in Mousuni island,
points to the spot where his house used to be. Phrases like “once
upon a time” are an integral part of any local conversation. Further upstream, in Ghoramara, one of the oldest post offices established by the British on the continent can no longer be discerned
below the calm façade of the Hooghly River. At the heydays of
the empire, the British administration established these settlements, with people who were fleeing from colonial land policies, railway expansion and the resulting epidemics (Sen Sharma,
1999). Forced to abandon their farmlands in districts like Burdwan and Hooghly, they moved into agriculturally inhospitable
islands. Nevertheless, ‘polders’ or small earthen dykes were built
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all across the coast to protect farms and fish ponds, in turn affecting the geomorphic dynamics of the delta. Zakir, however, is
a chronicler of more recent woes. In his soft, low voice so as not
to wake the child, he narrates his parents’ experience and now his
own, as his finger draws approximate boundaries of land lost to
the sea over time. Other places stand as idiosyncratic reminders
of the region’s gradual ecological morphosis and as witnesses to
violent eruptions. Such as the town of Canning with its story of
a Governor General’s Icarian dreams of a port on the mouth of
the Matla river and the disastrous cyclone (1867) that quashed
it. Indiscriminate - often illegal - resource extraction like sand
mining has claimed thousands of acres of mangrove vegetation,
crucial to the region’s natural defence mechanism. If the tide has
been nibbling at the margins, ‘development imperatives’ have
been devouring the surface and what’s underneath.
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THE LOST CHILDHOOD
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Source: Basu, S., 2020, Mousuni
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Four friends carry the dusk on their back, crouching behind a
makeshift embankment on Mousuni’s Kusumtala. These are perhaps the only slack hours of the day, otherwise spent on small
chores like pursuing potential tourist parties to lodge at resorts.
Parents blame it on the economy or claim it as a ‘family enterprise’ since the child is not officially selling their labour. Most
kids are employed in tourism and associated industries in and
around the camp of the Mousuni islands. In 2015, India adopted
the UN’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals for 2030, the fourth
of which aims to “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.” The
country’s Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education
Act, 2009, covers all children between 6 and 14 years (Daniary,
2020).Goals are falling short when it comes to reality, as children
drop out of schools after class 8 - after which the government
ceases to give mid-day meals, and even that fails as an incentive
to families. In 2011, the literacy rate of the people in the Sundarbans was 25.71 per cent compared to West Bengal’s 76.26 per
cent (Mukherjee, 2021). In Ghoramara, school principal Gayatri
Khnara notes that many have potential to pursue higher studies
but employment opportunities won’t do justice to their merit.
Despite incentives from the government, child marriages have
been on the rise across West Bengal since the pandemic began”
(News 18, 2021).
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A ROOF OF ONE'S OWN

Source: Mukherjee. A., 2021, Ghoramara

In the Kusumtala area of Mousuni Island, bricks, bags of cement and sand lay dumped here and there, for repair work of the
embankment is about to start. Sabir Ali Khan (31) talks at length
about how small cement block embankments are ineffective and
the changes needed to make them last longer. Shortly after Amphan, people from his village took over a reconstruction project,
and instead of small blocks, paved the entire stretch of the coast
in concrete. These repairs mark a vicious cycle and are characteristic of the top-down approach in policymaking that excludes
the local population. There is no concrete policy framework for
managing climate change displacement and migration due to the
slow onset of rising sea levels. 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 pro-
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vides excessive power to the state bureaucracy, rendering them
the ultimate decision-maker. Due to improper coastal construction, saltwater inundated the farmlands in the village, making
them unfit for cultivation, and floods washed away household
possessions. In Ghoramara island, where most people rely on betel leaf cultivation as their primary source of income, the future
looks bleak. Those who cho0se to stay back have no time to lose;
they start tying straws and building roofs. The man in the image
has evolved amidst the cataclysmic cauldron he calls home; he is
reluctant to talk. Others like Rathikanta Mullick of Sagar Island
spend days in despair. After working in a factory in Kolkata for
years, he saved enough to buy a few bighas of land on the island.
Rising sea levels have flooded his lands thrice, drowning any
remnant hope for a “better life”.
MESSY MESSIAHS AND THE GREEN CRUSADERS

Source: Barman, N., 2021, Sandeshkhali
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Villagers in Sandeshkhali stand in a queue, wearing masks
and each carrying a sack of plastic bottles and other goods after
Cyclone Yaas (May 2021). The Sitalia Maa Welfare Society, a
local youth group, led a relief distribution campaign where
villagers were asked to collect as much plastic waste as possible,
in return for aid packages. Since Amphan hit in 2020, disaster
relief has been a bone of contention between local communities,
island panchayats, political parties, civil society groups and
even Kolkata. With widespread social media coverage of
cyclonic destruction, coastal erosion and a series of massive
corruption accusations against the government and party
officials handling relief, interest in “social work” and other civil
society aid initiatives has grown manifold over the years. While
one might argue for their hearts being in the right places, the
assistance comes wrapped and packed in tons of plastic and
other non-biodegradable products. Recent studies have proved
that this does not bode well for terrestrial ecosystems. and how it
accelerates the process of soil erosion (Machado et al, 2018). On
islands like Mousuni, the neologism is “relief tourism”; hordes of
good Samaritans carrying handful of aid materials and returning
contented, refreshed and their social media profiles bedecked
with virtue points (Chakraborty and Banerjee, 2021) leaving
Covid-19 scares them in their wake. Jayanta Sarkar, from the
Paschimbanga Vigyan Mancha, stands out when he says, “We
distributed mangrove saplings along with other relief materials,
intended to properly aid the region’s future.”
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GOOD, BAD AND THE HOOGHLY

Source: Basu. S., 2021, Sandeshkhali

Commuters gather around the wharf at Durgapur, Namkhana,
waiting for the last ferry to Mousuni island. All the islands and
places we mentioned here sit along the Hooghly River or one of
its tributaries. The history of the Hooghly speaks volumes about
the pre-colonial, colonial and postcolonial “conquest over nature”
projects in Bengal’s southwestern delta (Ivermee, 2020). What
further complicates the Hooghly’s frail ecological balance is the
fortress conservation model used by the Sundarban Biosphere
and Tiger Reserve to its east (Ghosh, 2014). The model creates
excessive resource stress on this stretch of the river and its coast
while it hampers the scope of common ground between state
and non-state actors. The Nandigram-Nayachar fiasco (200511) saw an end to the private sector’s promises of engagement
in social impact ecosystems. This precarious vacuum can either
polarise or coalesce the government and local actors’ interest
and actions, especially where successive administrations have
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supported uniform soil conservation policies across the delta.
Disasters like Amphan and Yaas, therefore, expose the fissures in
these hierarchies of power and present extraordinary moments,
ones that define Sabir’s ardour and Rathikanta’s resilience.
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