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Abstract

TheTeesta river is one of the crucial rivers in Bangladetwever, climate stressors,

environmental degradations, transboundary water disputes and infrastructural interferences

are causing high water variabilitiaad biophysical alterations in tAieestaiver. Riverine

peopleof Teesta basin arease experiecing critical ecological, socieconomic and cultural

changes in their liveg\pplying a feminist political ecology approachis research aims to

explorewo mends exper i enc e amaecothplgieainderganding ofthe t o g e
changesandw o m e sudvisal strategies to cope up with the adversities. Interviews and other
fieldcbased qualitative met h paicspticngTle findiags cevedlo c ol |
womenos critical awar eness abouhangesaftheyr scar c
mentioned reduction of fish and other river resources, changes in seasonal patterns and crops
selections, increased disasters like flood and river erosion. They also cited cultural and social
changes in their lives such as diminishing traditis of O6nai yor 6, boat r ac
transportation. Womends | ivelihoods are al so
emerging e.g. migration &flourishing livelihood. Women are increasingly involved with

income generating activities, such as agitural daylabour and contributing to their family

income, though gender wage discrimination is existing there. This research concludes by

focusing, though women experience hardships, they are not merely sufferer of the vulnerable
situation. Women, basemh their experiences and insights, develop their survival strategies to
minimise risks and improve their family condition that also make them saviour at both

individual and community levels.
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Seeing the river H®Afemogstigh worl

political ecologyof the Teesta River, Bangladesh

1. Introduction

Bangladesh is a riverine countryith rivers spreaithg outlike a netthroughouthe country
(see Figure 1)TheNational Encyclopedia of Bangladesh (2008)s around 708rivers
including tributariesvith a total length of about 24,140 Kimroughout the country
Bangladeshi people adeeplyconnected wittand dependent atvers for several reasons,
such as foodagriculture, water resources, mode of communication, transportation, and for
sociocultural ativities (Mirchandani 201% Many womenalsoshareclosebonds with

rivers especiallythose living beside the rivébDrew 2017) They aredependent on riverfer
domesticpurposessociccultural eventstarm or oftfarm activities, food antivelihoods
(NoolkarOak 2017 Alston & Akhter 201. Wo mends dai ly i nteanacti on
riversmakeriversanindispensabl@art of their lives Therefore, any physical, environmental
or climatic changes atisruptiors in rivershawe significantimpacts on womenGoodrich et

al. 2019; Sultana 2011).

Feminist researchers South Asighave argued that women haweiqueand also
differenciatedexperiences and relations with rivers duerevailinggenderoles,male

dominatedsocal structurs andculturalnormsin thisregion(Drew 2017 Ferdous & Mallick

2019; LahirDutt & Samanta 2013) . Baandlifevstomegane6 s di st i
underexplored in mainstream researchEven i f womenédés situation i
mostly portrayed as vulnerable gro(idallick 2019, Rakib et al. 2017and their unique and
indigenousstrategies of living with ecological changesnain suppresseth this research,

therefore, beingnspired by feminisarguments havefocussdo N w 0 m @aniénsesoe x
understading how they perceive and tackle the ecologicahvironmentalandsocic

economiaisruptionsto the Teesta rivesystem a well as their lives

! There is debate among experts regarding the exact number of the rivers in Bangladesh, ranging#@@m 210
rivers including tributaries. Moreover, rivers are dying due to climatic and human led harm to the rivers,
therefore, the number is continuously ebig.



Figurel: Detail map ofivers inBangladesh
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1.1 Research objective and questions
The objective of myesearchs to critically analysevo menés r el ati onships a
with the Teesta river and how changes he r i ver are influencing w
livelihoods.Focusing on womenods situated knowl edge,
explore the impacts on and survival stgiés of women through their own voices.
In light of these aims, | examirtlee following research questions:
A How do women narrate and perceive the ongoing biophysical and cultural changes
into the Teesta river?
Al n what ways peopl aebsinglaffestes by the ohdngesinthe | i h o o
Teesta river?
A Whathave been thsurvival and coping up strategittatwomen adopted to alleviate
their vulnerability and strengthen their position to deigh the adversities possessed

by the changing rivér

1.2 Background and context analysis

TheTeestaRiveris thefourth largestriver in Bangladesh fger Ganga, Brahmaputra, and
MeghnaRivers) and one of fiffour transboundaryiversbetween Bangladesh ahdlia,
(Uprety and Salman 20115rom source to wuth, the Teesta is 414 kilometres long, with the
first 151km and the next 123knm Sikkim andWest Bengallndiarespectivelyandthe final
140km inBangladestfMirchandani 2016). In Bangladesh, the Teesta river runs through five
districts starting with Nphamari, Lalmonirhat, Rangpur, Gaibandha and meets with
Brahmaputraiver in Kurigramdistrict and then ends into the Bay of Benddbfidal &

Islam 2017. The Teesta watershed covers 14% arable land and generates 14% of total
national crogroduction,making it one of the cruciahationalfood baskets (Mirchandani
2016). Approximately 21 million Bangladeshis are direotiyndirectly dependenon the

Teestaiver andarebeing affected bgignificantecological changedNpolkarOak2017).

Theriver system is being affected by a wide rangeliofiatic stressors (glaail melting,
unpredictable water variability, declining groundwater) hnthaninducedthreats(damand
hydro projectsunilateraloverextraction of river resourcesicreased use @lurface water for
irrigation), which havduelled the geopolitical and transboundary dispbttsveen
Bangladesh and Ind{@aten & Titumir 2016Islam & Higano 1999Syed et al. 2017)ndia

constructedhine hydroelectricdams(six in Sikkim and three iWVest Bengal) and one



irrigation barrage the Gazaldoba Barragen 1985)- without consulting and considering the
environmental impacts on downsire Bangladesh alsoconstructedhe Teestarrigation
barrage in990 buthis cannot be effectively operated duedtcliningwater flow(Noolkar
Oak 2017.

The following picturegPicture 14) are thebarrages andamsthatareconstructed over th
Teesta riveand theiraftereffectson the river

Picturel: The upstream and downstream sides of the Gajaldoba barrage, West Bengal

Upstream side of the Gajaldoba barrage, West Bengal.

Downstream side of the Gajaldoba barrage, West Bengal.

Picture surce: NoolkatOak 2018
https://www.summittimes.com/singfeost/2018/04/07/A rystwith-the Teesta


https://www.summittimes.com/single-post/2018/04/07/A-Tryst-with-the-Teesta

Picture2: Teesta barrage in Bangladesh during monsoon period
(Picture Md MizanurRahman, Research Assistabate: 12 Octobe2020)

Picture3: Teesta bdgein Bangladeslduring dry seasan
(Picture: Samim AhmedResearch Assistant, Date: iy 2020




Picture4: Hydropower project dams in Sikkim and West Bengal, logler the Teesta river

The Teesta VI Dam, Sikkim, India The 510 MW Teesta V Dam, Sikkim, India

The 1,200 MW Teesta Ill Dam, Sikkim, India The Teesta Low Dam, West Bengal, India

Picture surce: International Rivers 2012
https://www.flickr.com/photos/internationalrivers/7742776724/in/photostream/
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/internationalrivers/7742776724/in/photostream/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/internationalrivers/7742776724/in/photostream/

Bangladesh and Ind@o not have d@ormal treatygoverningTeestaRiver watersharing, so
apportionment and use of the Teesta River water have become contestdmbatessssues
(Islam 2012) Therewereseverafailed attemptgo sign a bilateral treatyince2011 because
of dissent between the central aneést Bengaprovincialgovernmenbf India (Parven &
Hasan 2018)The transboundary water disputdengwith climate change impacts are
reducing water quantitArfanuzzaman and Syed (201&5timated2648 and 1971 cumec
(cubic metres per secondf water isessentiato fulfill the irrigation demandbut Bangladesh
receivedonly 198, 1472and793 cumedauringdry, monsoon and lean seasoespectively
in 2018 Water scarcity i@ccelerating the environmental and ecological changes and

affecting the lives and livelihats of riverine people (Syed et al. 2017; Sultana et al. 2020).

In August2020, he newdTleesta projeéwasdeclared by Bangladesbeeking an

almostUS$1 billion loan from Chindor a comprehensive management and restoration
project on the Teesta river (Bhattacherjee 2020). The project is aimed at managing the river
basin efficiently, controlling floods, and water crisis in sumnaarsvell as flourishing

economic and livelihoodsf the peopleThis Teesta project is expected to bruaspt

economic and infrastructural development in the basin areas.

In this context, it is an importaanhdusefultime to focusonw 0 me expesiences dbio-
physicalchanges in the riveand contriloite to feminist knowledge generatiorhis may
assisthe relevant authoritie® designfutureriver initiatives recognizing women as crucial
actor of the riveand ensurenaximum benefit$or women,minimisingthe risks associated

with the changes in thaver.

Research outline

In the first section, | have discussed the background and research objectives. In the second
section, | will discuss the existing literature and then, followed by the theoretical and
analytical frameworks in the third sectidvly fourth section includes sicussion on

methodology and research desighe fifth section is the findings and analysis section of the
research where | have discussed the ongoing ecological, environmental and cultural changes,
livelihood strategies of women and their survival strig®¢p deal the ongoing changes in the

river. Lastly, in sixth section | have givercancluding remark
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2. Literature review

The existing literature on the Teesta River is predominantly focused on political debates,
transboundary disputes, hydrolodieapects (Akhter et al. 201Btirchandani 2016Saha et

al. 2019) and perceptions of dominant actors in society (Prasai & Surie Z023).
construction of several damsilateral withdrawal of water through Gazaldoba bartage
Mahananda riveare reducig water flow in Bangladeshi section of the Teesta River (Akhter
et al. 2019 Mukherjee& Saha 201R Contrarily, during monsoon season India release
excessive monsoon water that causes flash flood and river erb®oddl & Islam 201Y.

All these factorgausing biophysical, ecological and environmental changemfinencing
peopl elfieaviyl(Batene&sTitumir 2016NoolkarOak2017).

Gender differentiated impacts of ecological and environmental changes in river

Vulnerability to climate and environmental changes is influenced by several interlinked
contextuafactors,includingsociceconomic, gender, political, geographical and biophysical
issueqGoodrich et al. 2019])t is evident in theiterature that w m esrdépenderecand use

of the River are distinctiveas related ttheir differentiatedgendered roles and identities

(Ferdous & Mallick 2019Rakib et al. 201)f Applying an intersectional lens, Goodrich and

others (2019) discussed that level of vulnergbdnd impact of climate change are not

similar between women and memdeven differ between woman to woman and man to man

based ortheir class, cast, religigmaceand ethnicity Ferdous & Mallick (2019) anBRakib

and his colleagues (201&xplainedBangladeshivo mends dependency and u
are distinct from those of men dueth@ prevalence of genddiscriminatory norms and

practices in the society (gender roles, unequal access to propertyjeaduanad soo-

culturalnormg. Moreover, he environmental stresses emerging from the Teesta river with

the existing socioeconomic stressors, increase gendered vulnerabilities and challenge their
coping capacities (Ferdous & Mallick 201%herefore,foca i ng on womends exp:¢
necessary to explore their perception and understandiifierent challenges than that of

mento improve their situation.
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Livelihoods changeand migration as livelihood strategy

Mullick et al. (2013) and Sultana et €2018)exploredthe effects obeverewater variability
(drought in dry season and flood during
the Teesta River basin aredbey discussetlow incomeearning opportunities are
decreasing, especiallgifthose working in agriculture, fishery, livestock rearing and
transportation (transferring people and goods by bdatyope up with the situation and
increase resilience to riverine hazargsltana et al. @18 found that both men and women
seek altenative livelihoodsMenand womemigrate to other areas for wodke toloss of
previous livelihoodsind cumulative decline in asseitfowever, the trend of male migration
is higher than womedue to cultural and gender norms and increasedppbrtunities;
thereforemendo seasonal and temporary migration to citMalljck & Siddiqui 2015.
Womenwho live in the village alsmake changes in thdivelihoods strategies and
subsistence productido survive[such as?]Migration has become alternative way for the

vulnerable people to adjust to changing situatidvall{ck 2019; Sultana et al. 2020

Womenandrivers in South Asiavulnerability and coping up strategies

Riverine women of South Asian countries (e.g. Bangladesh, \diah are riverine
countrie$ have close tie and dependency on swetheir livelihoods and lifestyles are
closelyconnected to rivers (Goodrich et al. 2019; Labiutt 2012). Womenvho grow up
beside the riverdyy their everyday activities and genderedqpices)earnseveral life skills

to live with theriver flow. During any adversitytheydevelop individual and household level
coping up strategies based on their life experiences (Lamb 30i8na et al. 2038
However, in the mainstreactimate and river hazardgeraturewomen are mainly discussed
as vulnerable group of the society (see, Bhadwal et al. 2019; Ferdous & Mallick 12019).
some caseshere isnodiscussion related wwomen even though thegre involved with
formal and no-formal agricultural activities and experience thiicult situation.Feminist
researchers argued that women have empirical knowledg#&heyidy to improve their lives
by adopting different techniques (Drew 2017; Labititt & Samanta 2013;amb 2018.

Rakib and his colleagu€2017) and Tan@a & Rutherford (2018) alsemphasisethat
womenplay a crucial role irtlimate change adaptatiatisaster risk reduction, household

management, and family caring activities under adversity.

13
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3. Theoretical and analytical frameworks

My research is underpinned by a feminist political ecology (FPE) approachfielsudf

political ecology Political ecology focuses on interactions between human and nature and

how these are reliant, situated and influenced by power (Bassett and PeimeF0il5ist

political ecologyapproacHocuses on gendered interactions and power relationships with the

nature and environment and how these intersect and are informed by feminist objectives,
strategies and practicdslfnhirst 201% Resurreccin 2017). | have applied &PEapproach

to explore the relationship betweaomen politics, and ecologyand emphass e on wo me n ¢
empirical knowledge to adapt with the natural and environmental chadvigegork is

theoretically inspiredby theworksof Saikia (2019), Drew (2017) and LakButt & Samanta

(2013).

Saikia(2019) in the bookdr he unquietriver: abiography of the Brahmapufiiaattempted to

provide a voice and address agency ofBreEhmaputraiver as a living ecological entity.

Applying a political approach, he discussed biological life and ecological features of the river
alongwith how this rivershapes human and nbaman lives around.itHis analytical

framework shaped my initial analysis of Teesta river as an ecological unit and its relationship
with women however, my specific focus was to

relationslips with the Teesta river.

Drew( 2017) in ORiver dialoguesd draws attenti
engagements of women with the Ganga river and their active involvement to stop the
hydropower devel opment i reryda@acoltgral and &ligieusar gu e d
practices not only made them usef the river but also encouraged women t@davious 0

of the river and the environment by raising their voices against dam construction. Her

approach helps to establish women as an impiostakeholder of the river and justifies
focusing on womenos p e rteepwrcaniexplere impodante n g age me
changes what are happening as result of changing interaction with the river. From the

literature, it is evident that changesinthe ver causes changes into t

livelihoods.

Applying feminist political ecology, LahibDutt & Samanta (2013) depicted the continuous
challenging life anddiverse and complex means of livelihood of char people in the Ganga

14



basin areas/here women also embrace new survival techniqliesy alsaedefined the

concepts of oO6vulnerabilitydéd and oOresand i encebo

developtheir resilience to the environmental disasters adapting new livelihood strategies.
and
their

However, women6s perspectives experience

changes dondét only depend on ugeamdd er i d

social status as welRpcheleau et al. 1996)

Theseunderstandings and analytical approaches of FPE eirantd shap&my ideas of
looking into the Teesta River from the intersection of gender, environment, politics, and

ecological perspectives.

Analytical framework

Drawing on a feminist political ecology approach, | have developed an analytical framework
to critically analysevo menés perceptions and experiences
in the Teesta and their lives as willy analytical framework comprises three areas of

di

with the ongoing changég&igure2).

scussion, womends narr at isurgisalstrategyvoeadap hood ¢

Figure2:

with the Teesta river.

Analytical
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From this analytical framework | have analysed the research findings in three parts:

Narratives-e x pl or i ng wo noatheborgoipgehysicalpetological and

environmental changes into the Teesta river through their personal stories and memories.

Making a livelihood- examining the past and present livelihood options for both male and
femaleand lost and emerging livelihood strategies due to disruptions in the river. This also
includes discussion on prevailing gender divisiofabburand wage discrimination among

the male and female workers in the study areas.

Women and Teesta river undastanding how women are interacting and adapting with the
current changes into the river; their resource loss as well as flourishment while adapting new
|l iveli hood strategies; womends indigenous

and beome saviour for the family as well as for themselves.

16
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4. Methodology and research design

4.1 Researchduring COVID -19 pandemic and psitionality statement

To pursue the aims of this study in a manner consistent with a fepuofitstal ecology
approach, | employed a qualitative methodoldgyr doing research inaitical time like
COVID-19 pandemic, | had to apply remote data collection process, that was different than
the original plan of data collectioRreviously, the stly design included participatory

methods and focus group discussions along with interviews. gutodCOVID 19
internationatravel restrictioni t wa s n 6 tgo fpriekiwork in Bangladeh

Therefore] adopedremote research methodologich was different but effective way for

doing research in such emergency period

| usedsocial medigFacebookas communication method to seafehresearch assistafor
data collectionbecause it is most popular and conveniemoimmunicate witlgreate
population quicklyDoing so, | have collaborated with tviresearctAssistarg (RAs) who
aredirectly frommy study areas (Lalmonirhat and Rangpamyl thus proceeded witlmy
primary data collectioffor this researchThis strategy also assisted me to legtkemesearch
challengesAs the RAs are voluntarily participating and resident of &ne& that assisted me
to overcomdund, accommodation and transportation constraifiss hasalsoreducel
healthrisk (for both RAs and respondents) amdde primarydata collectiorpossible,
because during time of fieldwork Bangladesh was follovpagial lockdown wherall

travels were restricted excdptal movemen{www.mohfw.gov.ld).

Moreover, being local resident, RAs enriched the data collebti@peaking local language

(people of study areas speak different dialleahnational languagBangla),having prior

geographical knowledgendidentifying respondents by snowball salng. Theywere

introducedwith female respondents through comnuomtacs that helped tdouild quick

rapport with then. A few male respondents were also intenadio get their perceptian

about workanadviage discriminatioand compar e t lbbpnions®@net h wom
limitation of snowball sampling was subjective respondetgctionhowever data was

triangulated with otheinformants andources to reduce bidaterviews were conducted in

Bangla(and one in Englishand then transcribed and translated into English.

17
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During interview, the respondents mentioned
discussing about the changes into the Teesta river. To clarify the time they referred, here |
haveexplained the period indicating the years. The Teesta barrages were constructed at

Gozol doba, India in 1985 and at Dalia, Bangl
referred the time before constructmsemtn of t he
ti med t hey i stattingbazrage aperdtidnao ptesemh@fter 1990 to till 2020)

4.2 Study areas

Data was collected frorsevenvillages offour districts namely Mohammadpur, Niz Sheikh
Shundor and Char Gokunda frdralmonirhat Poschim Mohipur from RangpuPurbo

Kharibari from Nilphamariand Char Mdkhenda from Kurigram. Based on the existing

literature, Nilphamari, Lalmonirhat, Rangpur and Kurigram districts are heavily dependent on
the Teesta River as well as ingped by the climatic and ecological changes in the Teesta
River. The villages of the study areas were purposively selected tmasednmunication

facilities (asin manyareascommunicatiorsystems werdamagediue to flood during July
August2020)andavalability of local contactsAll the villages are situated at the barui

Teesta river, among thei@okunda and Nekhanda villages are char gz islands)

which are in the middle of Teesta riv#fillages arethe lowest tire of local governance in
Bangladeshandchars aredifficult to locate in national madue to its changing and unstable
nature. Therefore, for the convenience of discussion and better locate the study areas in map,
| will use the district name hereaftd@he following figure3 is showing the map of Teesta

basin in Bangladesh and the identified areas are the four districts where data was collected.

18



Figure3: Teesta basim Bangladesiand study area map
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4.3Research method and process ofdata collection

Over a period ofttreeweeksfieldwork, information was collected from 25 September to 20

October 2020A total of 23 participants (15 female abdnale) were interviewed from the

study areas. Respondentsd information and th
1. | have applied intgiew, key informant interview, small group discussion and observation

as research tools to collect data.

Interview

The primary source of my data collection involved semi structured interviews with 15 female

and5 male respondents living on the Teestaibareas As RAs 6 awegiorml fr om t
areas, they already had personal relationship (neighbour, friend or relative) with several

individuals from the selected villages. Their contact peygdroduced them to thellagers

Then, RAsselectedesponént based on few critertavho have sockeultural and

environmental knowledge about the river, living on the Teesta bedare construction of

the barrageémore than 30 yeargind willing to share their experience. In case of female
respondents, wesdincluded additional criterisgelecting women who are involved with

formal and informadctivities,andcashinon-cash crop productian

From these interviews, information was collected about ongoinghysical changes in
Teestasociceconomic and cultural practices of the River, and past and present livelihoods
options for both male and f emal lateditotheit hese ar
interaction, dependency and activities related to river and their strategies to adapt with the
rolling changes into the river were also col
thisresearch'Si nce t he e mphas i encesatise questionswenednail,s e x p e
openended and flexible to provide ample opportunity to women to spontaneously share their

opinion, experience and memory related to Teesta river.

Key Informant Interview

Three Key Informant Interviews were done oveopd and zoom meeting to collect expert
opiniors ontheimpact of environmental and ecological changes on the river and riverine
people. Among them two key informants &eulty of Begum Rokeya University, Rangpur
(BRUR) andexpert ortransboundaryvaterresearch. | am also a faculty of BRUR, therefore,

my professional relationship with them allowed me to contact them over phone and conduct

20



remote key informant interviewalso interviewed &oordinator of SANDRPSouth Asia
Network on Dams, Rivers & Pe@)] India, who is expert onvers in South Asia,
transboundary riveandclimate changd was introduced witlhim through Kuntala Lahii
Dutt, Professor, Australian National University (ANU) to collect information on
transboundary dispute over Teestariand its ecological impact on the riverine people in

downstream areas.

Small group discussion

Though group discussion was not in the methodological ptamever, two spontaneous

small group discussions were taken place in Lalmonirhat and NilpharniEgerswere
interested to seand chat witlthe RAs in theiwillage; therefore, RA€xplained their aim of
visit andhadan impromptu small group discussioconsisting of 31 male participantsThese
discussionslso provided critical insights of common people about the past and current
conditiors of Teesta and its impact on their sceimonomic lives. As these small group
discussions were unplanned therefand sampling procedure or particular question were not
followed then. However, their responses were collected iiraalby taking notes with their

permission.

Observation

Observatios o f al$dprevided criticalinsightsto thefindingsand sitate collected
information One examplean be taken from th€urigramcaseR A s ¢ ocordutiradyt
interviewin Kurigram because whetiey reachedhere they saw river erosiois graspingat
houses and other resources. People werei¢eraihd hastily trying to save their valuable
resources as much as possible. The interview respondents of other areas also shared similar
information which was visible in Kurigram case. Therefore, RAs only observed the severity
of river er osspanse todhe disagiee angshared theirrobsersdtioave
triangulated interview data and developed critical analysis of findingsRAsfield

observatios and my prior passive observatgof study areas (before comitgAustralia, |

lived in Rangpr and visited three other study areas while staying there since22Q 94

21



4.4 Data management and analysis

During interviewsgualitativedata was recorded wroicerecorder and specific information

was noted by RAs with the prior permission of taspondents. Every day after fieldwork,
RAs transferredudiorecorded interviews to me, and | have facilitated debrief with them.
That way | collected their observations regularly which helped us to identify our learnings
from one interview and apply théor the next one. Then the recordings were transcribed and

translated byrRAs, later Imanually coded from the transcripts.

Data analysis started during initial process of transcribing gmtefl where | identified key
issues, critical discussions and relevant quotes and linked to the literature and theory. From
hard copy of transcript, each concept text was highlightedfereint colour and then stored

in soft copy format in separate folders, so information can be easily found using key word
searching. | focused on the key conceptual issues discussed in the interviews and organised
the discussions accordingtokey conceptsc h as narratives about

livelihoods and survival strategies of women.

45 Ethical considerations

| received ethics approval from Australian National University (ANU) ethics committee and
RAs werealsooriented about the ANBthical policies They were also informed about
gender concerns, and COWD health instructions. They followed these instructions during
data collection from the fields. All nameasdphotos of the respondents have been taken and
used in the research m@pwith their prior permission. THeal report(translated version to
Bangla)will alsobe shared with the respondents before publishing and/or disseminating in
public sphere. However, at any point of the research report, if respondens tibpety
statement or picture or wish to change their opinion, immediately that concern will be

considered and acted accordingly.
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5. Findings and analysis

People living at the banks and chars in the river and interact with it through their daily life

activities which develop a unique and close relationship between the Teesta and its riverine

people (NoolkaiOak 2017). In this research, | have discusbedihdings and analysis

section in three parts. In the first part, | hax@loredthe narrativesboutthe Teesta river

principally changes in river conditions, and cultural and ecological transformations described

by women The second part includesésand livelihoodschanges among the people of the
Teesta basin area, wklivdlihoad tranpitorsVydinal disaussians on w
is about the positi Vhavearnagsedgnenser ofmspinmgstorees 6 s | i v
of women from being vulnerable tGurvivors énde v esaviods 0 dealimg with the

challenges living in the Te&sbasin areas

5.1 Narratives of Teesta Rivefrom women

To name the Teesta river, women reminiscence a river full of waterqaaad with high

velocity; and different sizes and designs of boat passing by whole day.

Jenaobi Begum(Female, Age 45, Nilphamari Distriat)entioned

iTeesta river was so deep and had more curre
roar of currents) was so loud that it sometimes woke us up at midnight.

Now, Teesta river is drgiuring the summr in majority of its floodplain areas in Bangladesh,

but the same river become flooded and flash away the locality during monsoon season.

Climate changeimpacts and rivers

From womenédés practical knowl edge, ¢éwey notic
divergences from the previous pattern of environmental aspects. There were six seasons in
Bangladesh (Summer, Rainy, Autumn, L&letumn, Winter and Spring) which were timely

and could be distinguished due to their vibrant features. Now the seasossc&enmerged

with each other and summer and winter dominates upon other seasons, making the
characteristics of other seasons less noticeable. Now lengthy summer and late rainy season

have taken over the time of autumn and late autumn. Sometimes, Wsgotepmes early and
continues for long time that interrupts with the spring season. In addition to the timing, the

intensity of heat, rainfall and cold also varies.
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GolapjanBegum(Female, Age 49\ilphamari District) saidiiWe feel that each year,

increasing summer hot and decreasing winter temperature are overtaking the previous

year 6s record. Mor eover,ofrhinfal glsoalteredy Earlybu r at i on
delayed raining is very common naw

She also added shockingly, even theyrag#all in winter at present, which was very

unusual in the past!

Key informant Tuhin Wadudiver activist said, these extreme pattern of rain and dry

seasons causing more river erosion than previous time. Due to increased and lengthy summer,
the rive land becomes crumbled and during rainy season when heavy rain hits the soil it falls
apart causing river erosion and sufferings t
depth of river that further increase flood potentiality and spread of wabethe community.

On the other hand, during rainy season the flooded river deposits fertile silt on top of
agricultural lands that increase the productivity of the crops (Asada et al. 2005). Tuhin

Wadud also added, people are getting increased yiettthair amount of cultivated land

expanded as well, as people occupy these lands and start cultivating. But with the decreasing
trend of water in the river and uncertainty of the rainfall, river is drying continuously in many
places leaving behind sandarthe riverbed. The miseries caused by the changed rainfall and
water availability outweigh the benefits in many times.

Picture 5:Drying and emergingandy riverbed in the middle of Teestander Teesta railway
bridge, Lalmonirha{Photo: Md.Mizanur Rahman RA, Date:12 October 2020
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Environmental and ecological changes in the river

Respondents have observed changes in crop choice due to climate change, flood and water
variability into the river. RFaetet saar é Amaw
(as Aman yields get flooded and farmers face severe loss). Boro rice is cultivated during
summer hence high yields and |l ow risk of flo
that creates pressure on surfaod groundvaterresource¢Asada et al. 2008Raihan et al.

2018). Farmers are now interested to grow climate resilient crops to avoid production loss.

Fishes, once which was so abundant that many people lived off fishing, also started to reduce

in number as well as tharieties. The diversities of fishes also decreased and fethese

are not available any longer in the TeestanelyBoyal, Tengra, Pabda etc

Dalimun Begun(Female, Age 99\ilphamari Districtmentionedfiwe never had a meal

without fish. Men used taatch fish from the Teesta, only 230 min was enough to catch

fish for a whole family for asbdi@egyd Now we ca
Golapjan BegunfFemale, Age 32, Nilphamari District), identified an interesting ecological

change, saidin our childhood, we have seen flock of different types of Egret used to come

in the river and spent time on the banks of river to hunt fish. Now naeely seeEgretso

From the observations of the respondents, it is apparent that the environment and the ecology

of the Teesta river have changed over the period of time along with the changes into the river.

River erosion and flood

River erosion and floadare now the may disasters in the Teesta basin areas. These are
occurring almost every year and increasing the sufferings to the peoplgrviews, vomen
shared few of their empirical insights as reasons of flood and river erosion. Nazma Begum
(Female, Age 37, Lalmorhat District) said, in past river was deep and there was lots of river
channels and water sheds that stored river water during monsoon. Now, river is dry, but
suddenly becomes overflooded, that hits the dried and crusty riverbanks directly and causes

severe river erosion.
Also, Tarabanu said (Female, Age 35, Nilphamari District) due to erosion and land grabbing

in the chars and basin areas, which was also referred by-Daltirand Samantha (2013), the

river and its channels are being filled and watering capacity is also decreasing, that are
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increasing severity and durability of flood. Moreover, India open the sluice gates and release
excessive water during monsoon that causes flash flood almost every year.

Dalimun Begum (Female, Age 95, NilphamDistrict) $rared they moved their house 12

times in her life due to river erosicamdShamiron Begum and her family shifted house 18
times till now (Female, Age 50, Nilphamari Distridtjke Dalimun Begum and Shamiron
Begum, most of the respondeate displaced people who lost their houses several times due

to river erosion.

Therefore, respondents shared that they have a love and hate relationship with the Teesta,
which is reflected from the statementleinarobi Begum (Female, Age 45, Nilphamari
District) ¢~lood and river erosion have become the miseries of Teesta riverine pedfae.

had a close emotional bonding with Teesta since we grew up at the banks of the Teesta.

But as the time is passing, Teesta is taking a way more, than it is giving to v

Picture 6: Jenarobi Begum and her neighbours are standing in front of theimtocisés
little bit awayfrom the bank of Teesta rivand comparatively safe from the river erosion.
(Photo: Md. MizanuRahman, RA, Date: 23 October 2020).
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This statement signifies that, Teesta river both gives and takes from its riverine people. As
Teesta river provides them land for living (emergence of new char in the river) and make
agricultural land fertile througsiltation but, at the same time they loss their houses,
resources and yields due to flood and erosion in the Teesta. The damages caused by the

Teesta outweigh the benefits they get; therefore, the Teesta has become sorrow. for them

Changes in culture andtradition in the river areas

Few cultural changes were mentioned by the respondents that happened along with the
changes in the river. Before 20 to 30 years, $vate themost common, cheap and available
mode of transport in Teesta basin. But along Withdecreasing river water and increasing
infrastructural development including construction of road, and new modes of transport (van,

bus and rickshaw), the demand of boat has decreased.

Robi Sheikh (Male, Age 82, Lalmonirhat District) said, people uigece boat for
transporting people as well as goods in different places. Now people prefer to use van or bus

to save ti me, and al so, boat canot reach 1in

Picture 7: A boatman is waiting idly for the passenger at the dlah&estaLalmonirhat.
(Photo: Shamim AhmedRA, 12 October 2020
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Many cultural aspects and traditions are also changing which were related with the boat
usage, boat race aGdN a i 2greommogt mentionable among these. Due to shallow water in the
river, it is difficult to arrange boat race, hence losing popularity. Moreover, due to availability
of other recreational activities such as television, cell phone and internet people are diverting

to other activities than the traditional ones.

Naiyor is anotlr cultural ritual that older respondents mentioned while recalling their old
memoriesAn old popularBengalisongalsoreflects thevaningtraditionof naiyorand the

emotion of women with the rivem Bengali language,

“@ T (@ o stte 33t
QAN ©I4F (d 3T,
1333 fATet 334t (@rdt @ T,
@A -
Englishtranslation,
6(To boatman) Who is riding the boat
Tel | my brother to come and take me

Who is goingé?6é6

Dalimun Begum (Female, Age 95, Nilphamari District) also said,
ol used to nybat be Nafenfibishingshe harvesting activities or
during any special occasion&ut now most of the times river is dry and we have van also

to go different places. Thereforeaye don &t s e a&s prorhinest astourintki t i o n

Now thesetraditions of goingnaiyor and boat racing aiminishing due tanfrastructural,
cultural, and occupational changes into the society. Agricultural society is facing a transition,
lots of people are leaving agriculture as livelihood due to lose of land into the river and
finding new occupations to surviydetail in livelihood section)Moreover, due to

infrastructural change in the society b@abeingunpopulamwith time due to shallow water

in the river and availability of other modes of transpdath greater speed androaenience

2 Naiyor-traditional ritual of inviting married daughter to their parental house after harvesting petend.

harvesting period, when peasant community used to enjoy leisure time and wait for the next cultivation to start,
then the wives used tado their parental houses (with or without husbands and/or children) to enjoy their
leisure time.

28

fal)



From the above discussion, it is found that women have observed several environmental,
ecological and cultural changes into the river as well as in their lives. They mentioned
reduction of water and other water resources as well as sevedigasters that are causing
continuous damages. Moreover, cultural changes associated with the river is also noticeable

in the Teesta basin areas now.

5.2 Lives and livelihoods in the Teesta river basin

Lives and livelihoodsof the people of Teesta rivarechanging in relation to the

environmental, ecological, cultural, political, and seeamnomical changes around the

Teesta rive(Mirchandani 2016). The discussion of livelihoods includes an overall discussion
onthepaspr esent and emerging |ivelihood strateg
livelihood strategies. Later, emphasizing on the FPE discussion, | have analysed the socio
cultural stigma, gender roles, and wage discrimination against women while being engaged

income generating activities.

Making a livelihood in the Teesta basin areas

Agriculture is the main livelihood in the Teesta basin areas, both ntbmanen are

involved in agricultureThough, people are getting temporary benefits from cultivatimg ne
emerging and fertile lands, reduction in water flow in the river hastiemy environmental
and ecological negative impacts. Flash flewmdtherainy season and water scarcity during
summer destroy the yields and increase production cost. Peopla\ang liew other
livelihoods. The number of boatman and fisher are reducing abruptly as the river water is

declining and availability of fishes also diminishing.

Rina Begum Female, Age 36, Lalmonirhat Distrjctaid,
AThe number of fishermen and boatmdamilies in our village have decline. Most of them
are working as day labour at the agricultural field or have migrated to other places for jobs

such as rickshaw pulling, small business, or garments worker.

From their discussion it is understandable that, due to inconveniences (dried or shallow
water, time consuming) demand of boat has decreased, so boatmen are changing their
professionThe ame fate happened with the fiskanany of them also moved to othveork

or migrated to cities to find new earning activities.
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Migration as an alternative livelihood strategy

The people of Teesta basin have adopted migration as an alternative and potential livelihoods
strategy Mallick & Siddiqui 2015).Both men and wmen do seasonal, temporary or

permanent migration, but male migration especially seasonal migration is more prominent in
these areasS{ltana et al. 2038This trend of migration mentioned in the literatigralso

found frommyr e s p o n d e nstAstbe ricepcondition and ecology deteriorated people
started to lose their traditional professions and choose to migrate to search new options.
Moreover, due to river erosion and increased poverty, people either migrate with full family
or men migrate tengrarily leaving behind the family in new city/village (Mullick et al.

2019). People of study areas migrate to nearby cities such as Rangpur, Faridpur, Sirajganj to
work as daylabour mainly during harvesting season (seasonal migration); and capital city
Dhaka to work as construction worker, rickshaw puller, hawkerlalagyur, garment workers

and so on (temporary or permanent migration). However, male migration has created new
opportunities for women in the local workforce, as women are filling the vactitabaur in

agricultural sectors.

Womends | ivelihood strategies

In the study areas, the livelihood strategies and experiences differ based on their age, family
status as well as economic conditions, that reflects the similar views discussed bypudhiri

& Samanta (2013) andocheleau et a(1999. Women from comparatively wediff families

are mainly engaged with informal activities (household chores, childcaring and rearing,
looking after the older of the family). They do the pbatvesting activities during harvesting
time as part of their re¢ar household activities. They also do homestead gardening and grow
vegetables, fruits, nuts and other crops as subsistence agriculture. However, women from
poor families are increasingly involved in formal labor forces and earning mimicegasing
povery, resource loss, changing social context, awareness, and increased labordlemand

to male migratiorare influencing and increasing number of women being involved with the
income activities. As earning source a few women work as domestic worker intsolven
houses of the village to help in regular household chores chpoststing activities during
harvesting season. Women also work as garments worker in the cities but majority of women
from the village work as dalabour in the agricultural fields in theearby villages. Women,

especially young and poor women work in these sectors and earn their livings.
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Picture 88Woman is weeding at the paddy field and collecting grass for cattle, Nilphamatri
(Photo: Md Mizanur RahmaRRA, Date:15 November 2020

Nazma Begum (Female, Age 37, Lalmonirhar District), Rejia Begum (Female, Age 58,
Lalmonirhat District) and Rina Begum (Female, Age 36, Lalmonirhat District) work as day
labor and they saidheywork in rice, potato, onion, peanuts, pumpkin, watermelon and
vegetables fieldsTheydo seedling weeding,irrigation, fertilizing, and post harvesting

activities along with the other male workers

Sandbar croppinga climate resilient agriculturééchnique is patronized by several NGOs in
Teesta basin char areas, is popular in these areas when agriculture is facing lots of climate
change challenges and water scarcity problé@hewdhury 2015 This is coseffective and
offers to cultivate multiplerops in one seasam the sandbar of the Teesta ba&akib et al.

2017, therefore getting popularity.

3 Making crop bed on the sandbar especially in the chars and cultivate sand friendly crops such as pumpkin,
nuts, watermelon. Water storage system is lifti@lifferent as a storage is created by digging sand and supply
from the river
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