
    
 

  
O1    HUMANITARIAN &  

    OPERATIONAL CONSTRAINTS 
Eroded roads are likely to make accessing affected people difficult and 
increase the time taken to reach affected areas. As affected population 
becomes scattered, it may be difficult to locate beneficiaries. Limited 
information is available on further constraints to access. Due to the 
sudden onset nature of this particular erosion, the road situation may 
change rapidly during the time of planning operations.

  O2    ANTICIPATED IMPACT

The process of erosion is highly unpredictable and losses due to river 
erosion occur slowly and gradually. Riverbank erosion has disastrous 
socio-economic effects. It is seen as one of the major causes of national 
poverty in Bangladesh. The degree of economic loss and vulnerability of 
the population, due to riverbank erosion, has dramatically increased in 
recent years as an effect of climate change speeding up rates of erosion. 
Though riverbank erosion takes place all year around, at different in-
tensities, it is most likely to occur between June and September, during 
the monsoon season.

 
Displacement is the immediate impact of riverbank erosion. Many people 
are unable to shift their houses and household items due to sudden  

collapse of land in the river. Among those whose shelters end up falling into the  
river, as the riverbanks are pushed further back, only a few people are able to find  
new shelters while others become homeless for an uncertain period.

People often migrate to nearby areas at first and then move further away or mi-
grate to Bogra (the largest nearby centre in the north of Bangladesh) or the urban 
centres of Dhaka and Chittagong (Unnayan).

Along with shelters, people lose basic commodities such as cooking facilities and 
utensils, measures of prevention for vector borne diseases (such as mosquito 
nets), as well as other necessities. It is important to support the affected popu-
lation with these necessities in order to prevent longer term illnesses such as 
malnutrition or vector borne diseases. Additionally, the loss of cloths is likely to 
impact women and girls substantially, as it affects their dignity.

 
The public health needs of the affected population increase. Those who 
have been displaced may end up living under open sky without access 
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uring the monsoon, extensive riverbank spills and  
riverbank erosion are typical. Riverbank erosion  
mainly occurs due to the braided nature of rivers  

in Bangladesh, and is further aggravated by heavy rain-
fall, particularly upstream, and increased water flow. Most 
recently, due to climate change, the rate of riverbank 
erosion has drastically increased, resulting in sudden col-
lapse of riverbanks and devastation of whole Unions and 
Upazilas.

Every year, riverbank erosion leads to millions of people  
being affected as it results in damage and loss of crops,  
cattle, housing structures, and farmland. Additionally, it  
erodes away public infrastructure and communication  
systems. The unpredictable shifting behavior of the rivers  
and their encroachments not only affect the rural flood- 
plain population but also the urban growth centers and  
infrastructures.

According to the Bangladesh Water Development Board  
(BWDB) the most erosion prone districts are Bogra, Sira-
jganj, Kurigram, Lalmonirhat, Gaibandha and Rangpur,  
in the country’s north, and Chandpur, Manikganj, Rajbari  
Shariatpur, and Faridpur in Dhaka zone, with Tangail and  
Jamalpur in Mymensingh zone, and the coastal areas of  
Patuakhali. The most erosion prone area in Bangladesh is  
Sirajganj, which faced a total land erosion at a rate of  
622.2 ha, according to a CEGIS study in 2009 (Unnayan  
Onneshan 2012).

Bank lines of the Padma River are particularly unstable.  
The Padma is wide with major erosion occurring along the  
left bank near Harirampur upazila of Manikganj district, 
where an acute erosion problem exists (Banglapedia  
29/01/2015). Most recently, the right bank of the Padma  
has also come under threat of extreme erosion, particu-
larly in Naria upazila of Shariatpur district.
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l l l  METHODOLOGY
This Briefing Note has been produced by Start Fund Bangladesh and has 
been prepared using an ACAPS approved methodology. The note aims to 
understand the overall riverbank erosion situation in Bangladesh; and to 
inform Start Fund Bangladesh members and relevant stakeholders. The 
note is based on a review of all secondary data available to analysts by 
date. The Start Fund Bangladesh thanks all those who have contributed 
to the note and welcomes additional information that could complement 
a possible update of this report.
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   to safe drinking water, or adequate sanitary systems. If health facilities are dam-
aged due to riverbank erosion, the remaining health services are most likely to 
be overwhelmed.

Riverbank erosions often cause loss of crops, seeds and agricultural land, 
which may affect the quality and quantity of the harvest and exacerbate 

food insecurity. Furthermore, people often lose their food stocks in cases of sudden 
collapse of structures. Many are inclined to sell their stored grains to be able to move 
their houses away from the riverbank to prevent further loss of assets.

Subsequently, livelihoods are also disrupted, as there is a loss of income oppor-
tunities. Riverbank erosion causes setback for village agriculture and affects the 
crop income of vulnerable people. Farmland may be eroded, which increases the 
vulnerability of those impacted. Along with the loss of their shelter, they struggle 
to cope with the loss of their livelihood. Due to the inundation of lands and fodder,  
people may also be in need of animal feed to prevent further losses of animals 
as their livestock is essential to the provision of livelihoods. Most environment-
induced refugees turn mainly into labourers or rickshaw pullers. However, eradi-
cation of roads may cause rickshaws and other vehicular operations to become 
obsolete. A large proportion of the victims remain unemployed due to lack of 
work opportunities.

 
Loss of latrines often result in open defecation; individuals using un-
improved sanitation methods are at higher risk of health issues such 

as diarrhoea, skin infections, and stomach problems. Women and girls often control 
their food and water intake in order to avoid having to use unsegregated WASH 
facilities or resorting to open defecation. This raises further health concerns.

Up to 53% of the coastal region suffers from saline intrusion in surface water, 
making it difficult to access quality drinking water (Haque 2006). Therefore, in 
the coastal areas of Patuakhali, loss of drinking water sources pose as a health 
risk to those affected.

Displaced children are vulnerable to exploitation, abuse and violation  
if they are taking shelter with strangers, or found separated or alone. 

 
In light of the high pre-existing rates of malnutrition across the coun-
try, the nutrition situation could easily and quickly deteriorate after 

a disaster and, particularly, increase the vulnerability of children under 5. When 
farmland is eroded, food crops are destroyed and may result in less access to di-
versified nutritious food leading to inadequate energy and micronutrient intake 
(KI, Nutrition cluster, 2014).

Erosion may not directly and immediately impact nutrition, but it may create situa-
tions that increase vulnerability and can lead to a rise in under nutrition, made worse 
by factors such as inadequate hygiene, a lack of private and safe spaces for women 
to breastfeed or feed children, and a lack of access and availability of nutritious food.

Disasters often hinder children from going to school. Regular non-
attendance enhances the risk of eventual dropout. In some cases,  

depending on location, riverbank erosion can lead to damage to schools building 
and consequently a loss of learning materials.

 

IMPACT ON CRITICAL INFRASTRUCTURE 
Unstable riverbanks are a threat to the development of critical infra-
structure, like the proposed Padma Bridge, which is essential for the 
development of the entire south-western region of the country. Critical  
infrastructure such as schools and health clinics may be situated in high-
risk areas, and are at risk of damage or loss unless mitigation work is 
undertaken.

Similarly, damage to electricity lines may disrupt everyday life in  
affected areas, and disconnect them. In the past few years, nearly 12- 
kilometers of electricity line was damaged in Naria upazila, Shariatpur  
District, due to riverbank erosion. Due to the risk of damages, the 
Palli Bidyut Samity removed its poles from the areas. As a result, the 
disruption-affected area had been separated from electrical facilities. 
Electricity connections in the neighbourhood hospitals and adjoining 
areas were also disconnected due to the removal of electricity poles.

KEY CHARACTERISTICS

BOGRA         SIRAJGANJ    KURIGRAM    LALMONIRHAT    GAIBANDHA    PATUAKHALI    RANGPUR    CHANDPUR    MANIKGANJ    RAJBARI    FARIDPUR    SHARIATPUR   TANGAIL      JAMALPURKEY INDICATORS

Population density/km² 
(2011)

Female population

Male population

% Average source of 
drinking water tube well 
(2011)

% Average non-sanitary 
toilet facilities (2011)

% Severely underweight 
children (2016)

% Disability rates

Sources: National statistical systems, Global Population Statistics, UNFPA country profiles, Population Stats, CIA World Factbook, WHO country statistics, World Bank Databank.
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VULNERABLE GROUPS AFFECTED

Children are at risk of exploitation, abuse and violation. Parents may 
be busy collecting relief and restoring livelihoods, therefore children 
are often left unattended for long periods, which might increase their 
vulnerability and exposure to risks.

People with disabilities and older people find leaving their shelters 
challenging and may be cut off from access to support.

  O3    AGGRAVATING FACTORS

ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES

The flat delta lands of Bangladesh offer little resistance to the hydraulic 
forces of its rivers, particularly during periods of high flow. It is in the 
nature of large braided rivers such as the Brahmaputra and the Jamuna 
to erode banks and at the same time to deposit silt on the riverbed, so 
that new riverine islands, or char islands, are formed. These char islands, 
of which many are inhabited, move along the flow of the river and are 
extremely sensitive to changes in the river conditions.

BANK MATERIAL
No systematic pattern has been observed in the erosion hazards be-
cause of the involvement of a large number of variables in the process. 

The intensity of the bank erosion varies widely from river to river as it depends 
on such characteristics as bank material, water level variations, near bank flow 
velocities, platform of the river and the supply of water and sediment into the 
river. For example, loosely packed, recently deposited bank materials, consisting 
of silt and fine sand, and are highly susceptible to erosion. Rapid recession of 
floods accelerates the rates of bank erosion of such materials.

DEFORESTATION 
Due to the rapidly growing population, trees are being felled to  
accommodate the increasing needs of agricultural land and homestead 

land. When trees are cut down at an accelerated rate, the soil particles become 
loose, allowing for the soil of the riverbank to be eroded gradually.

FLOODING AND HEAVY RAINFALL 
About 700 rivers including tributaries flow through Bangladesh, con-
stituting a waterway of total length of around 24,140 km (Prothom Alo 

24/09/2017). Most of the country’s land is formed through silt brought by the rivers. 
Additionally, Bangladesh is in a monsoon climate zone facing heavy rainfall and 
flooding. Where there are no well-constructed embankment of a river, the soil can 
be eroded due to heavy rainfall and flooding. Additionally, due to climate change, 
the rainfall pattern is ever changing and it triggers abnormal flooding. Such flooding  
in addition to increased flow of river water from the upper catchment countries  
increases the intensity of riverbank erosion. Riverbank erosion can take place, 
both, during flooding and after when the water recedes.

POVERTY AND LIVELIHOODS

Table 1 demonstrates the rate of primary employment in riverbank ero-
sion prone areas, along with the extreme poverty headcount (%) (Cen-
sus 2011). Agriculture is the primary income-generating activity in areas 
prone to riverbank erosion. Agricultural laborers experience seasonal 
unemployment, low demands for labor due to single crop farming, low 
wage in the lean season (September to October), and high levels of debt. 
Subsequently, livestock is an important sub-sector for the rural land-
less and for small farmers, as it provides employment opportunities and 
a regular monthly income through the sale of meat and dairy products 
(GoB 2008).

Labour migration to the cities from the coastal areas, particularly 
Dhaka, is expected to be driven by livelihood stress. The impacts of mi-
gration on women, both those migrating and those staying behind, is not 
yet sufficiently understood or addressed by national/international poli-
cies. Embedded socioeconomic inequalities enhance the vulnerability of 
the poor while more than one-half of rural households have almost no 
direct access to land, which implies that a vast majority of people survive 
on subsistence livelihood with little opportunity for savings (Unnayan 
Onneshan 2012). When a natural disaster strikes, their situation is exac-
erbated, often leading to the selling of assets.

LOCATION AND TYPE OF HOUSING INFRASTRUCTURE

Housing structure determines the susceptibility due to riverbank ero-
sion. Generally, in high risk areas of riverbank erosion, a large per-
centage of the housing is kutcha made of corrugated iron roofing, walls 
made of timber planks or corrugated iron, and bamboo frames, earth 
floors and clay plinth foundations (IFRC and Red Crescent Societies 2013; 
Shelter Cluster 2013). Housing made from mud (kutcha) are specifically 
vulnerable to heavy rains and flooding. Most of the houses are made 
with mud floors, which are vulnerable to erosion as the soil structure 
loses its composition during flooding.

LAND DISPOSSESSION

An increase in land dispossession, falling economy and insecurity in the 
rural regions are a few of the motives for poorer households migrating 
to newly emerged char islands, which are highly vulnerable to riverbank 
erosion (Gillespie 2010; Raza, Bhattacharjee, Das 2011). Often inadequate 
land management processes result in poor people building scattered 
settlements in risky areas with insufficient protection systems in 
place (Alam and Collins 2010). Multiple displacements are a common 
phenomenon of char land settlements due to the instability of chars.

TABLE 2 
         TYPE OF STRUCTURE (%) (CENSUS 2011)

DISTRICT Pucka Semi-pucka Kutcha Jhupri 

BOGRA 8.74 25.38 64.27 1.64 

SIRAJGANJ 4.97 12.92 81.10 1.03

KURIGRAM 1.37 9.51 87.59 1.53 

LALMONIRHAT 3.34 12.13 79.44 5.09 

GAIBANDHA 3.79 16.89 76.97 3.25 

RANGPUR 4.84 19.37 72.53 2.35 

CHANDPUR 9.44 10.13 79.80 0.63 

MANIKGANJ 4.41 10.82 82.37 2.50

RAJBARI 5.38 22.53 68.26 3.83

FARIDPUR 6.03 29.44 62.94 1.59

SHARIATPUR 4.73 11.74 82.52 1.01

TANGAIL 5.23 10.19 83.42 1.16

JAMALPUR 3.11 10.83 84.34 1.72

PATUAKHALI 5.40 10.81 79.84 3.95
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MOST PEOPLE CANNOT REBUILD 
THEIR HOUSES DUE TO THE 
LACK OF SPACE AND FINANCE.

  O4    RESPONSE CAPACITY 
 
LOCAL & NATIONAL RESPONSE CAPACITY

Most often, measures are taken immediately after the disaster occurs, 
and the interventions are in the form of relief provision. In the event of a 
disaster, the government usually responds with the distribution of cash 
and rice for affected communities. The government in coordination  
with the Disaster Management Committees (DMCs) does the targeting 
of beneficiaries. Government distributions are increased with support 
from development partners (UN and NGO). Local government officials 
try to coordinate these.

In recent years, human interventions in the Jamuna have grown. 
Construction of the Bangabandhu Jamuna Bridge and bank protection 
structures at Sirajganj, Sariakandi and Bahadurabad has had some  
influence on the changes of the width of the river. These types of struc-
tures are reducing the freedom of the river to widen through bank  
erosion. However, there is a lack of national forecasting system for 
erosion.

Repeated displacements are common in the erosion-prone districts  
of Bangladesh and such frequent movement hinders the implementation  
of recovery and long-term rehabilitation programmes.

POPULATION COPING MECHANISMS

As part of their coping mechanism, the affected people depend on 
their local knowledge and strategies. When rainy season comes and 
if erosion begins, they start shifting their belongings to safer places. 
The households experiencing riverbank erosion first send away their 
women and children to safely.

Additionally, the most commonly identified coping mechanism during  
the aftermath of being displaced is borrowing money at a high interest 
rate (ER Cluster 2013). Many resort to selling their remaining productive  
assets, such as livestock. Most people cannot rebuild their houses due 
to the lack of space and finance. Therefore, they sell their equipment 
very cheaply and live elsewhere. Some people stay with relatives, or 
temporarily set up homes in open fields and streets.

In situations where the children are unable to attend school, they 
may be forced to search for employments at an early stage in life to 
contribute towards the family income.

 

◆  To understand the impact of riverbank  
erosion requires an in-depth 
understanding of the underlying 
vulnerabilities. An agreed list of pre-crisis 
baseline data for all the affected areas is 
difficult to find. Similarly, granulated pre-
crisis baseline data is not yet available.

◆   As riverbank erosion in Bangladesh can 
be termed “low-profile” disaster events, 
due to the risk often being a gradually 
slow process or sudden collapses being in 
concentrated areas, there is little publically 
available evaluation material, which would 
be informative qualitative secondary data. 
Information management is a key area 
where the humanitarian community can 
play a principal role in providing capacities 
& needs assessments (UN 30/05/2017). 

◆   There are very few reports illustrating the 
scale of the recovery after individuals/ 
communities experience river erosion.

◆   This report is based on available secondary  
data. While secondary data combined 
with the knowledge of stakeholders about 
the operational context is a valid way 
of understanding a disaster, it cannot 
provide the same kind of information as a 
coordinated assessment based on primary 
data collection.

◆   Information on market availability,  
because of river erosion, is unavailable.

O5 LIMITATIONS,   
 INFORMATION GAPS  
 AND NEEDS



   

 ◆   Engagement with local authorities, and affected 
population, is critical (ALNAP 2014).

◆  Regarding compliance with NGOAB conditionality 
in the future, the member agencies can coordinate 
with the local government in frequently disaster 
affected locations to establish a mechanism of pre-
surveying (Start Fund Learning Exchange, 2018).

◆  Often, river erosion is not a short-term event,  
and indirect losses are much higher than  
direct damages (ALNAP 2014).

◆  Disasters provide a good opportunity to introduce 
new ideas and technologies for disaster risk 
reduction, as well as promote good practices 
amongst communities  
(Global WASH Cluster 2009; ALNAP 2014).

◆  Mobile money transfers may be challenging 
considering the context that many of the  
affected household were displaced to distant 
locations, inability to charge phones,  
complications in MMT and lack of trouble-shooting 
support from the service providers (Start Fund 
Learning Exchange, 2018).

◆  Cash for Work is the most effective way to 
target vulnerable households, as only the 
poorest are willing to participate. However, 
when preparing a Cash for Work response, 
it must be taken into account that people 
with disabilities and chronic illnesses may 
be unable to participate. Cash for Work 
activities that concentrate on rebuilding 
and strengthening embankments must 
ensure adequate technical supervision and 
standards must be agreed by development 
partners (UNDP 2012).

SHELTER

◆  Simply replacing assets may perpetuate or 
even increase existing inequities (ALNAP 
2014).

◆  A policy of distributing all transitional 
shelter kits to women in the household 
can un-intentionally result in a growth in 
child marriage and polygamous marriages, 
in order to receive more kits (KI Shelter 
Cluster TWG 2013).

◆  Transitional shelter responses often do 
not involve landless families, consequently 
excluding the most vulnerable members of 
the community (KI Shelter Cluster TWG 2013).

◆  Shelter reconstruction works best when it is 
owner controlled (ALNAP 2014).

◆  Relocation should be treated as a last resort 
(ALNAP 2014).

O6    LESSONS LEARNED
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WASH

◆  Avoiding interruptions to water and 
sanitation services is key to preventing 
disease (ALNAP 2014).

◆  Operation and maintenance (O&M) for 
latrines must be considered.

FOOD SECURITY AND LIVELIHOODS

◆  The Government of Bangladesh and I/
NGOs must prioritise the quick restoration 
of livelihoods across river-erosion affected 
areas. They must be more proactive in 
identifying urgent food security and 
livelihoods projects that will provide 
income-generating opportunities for 
communities, as well as re-establish assets.

◆  It would be feasible for the Government to 
stockpile and pre-position supplies of rice 
and dhal in regional warehouses prior to the 
start of tvent of flooding and river erosion 
(DFID 2007).

◆  Cooking fuel is usually a priority after 
natural disasters.

NUTRITION

◆  Nutrition sensitive strategies should be 
mainstreamed into responses of key sectors.

CASH-BASED RESPONSES

◆  In the case of crises where there are 
massive shelter damages, the agencies 
can scope out conditional cash transfers 
for shelter to complement/substitute 
unconditional grants (Start Fund Learning 
Exchange, 2018).

l l l  ANY QUESTIONS?
Please contact our Start Fund Bangladesh analyst,  
Lamiya Mahpara Ahmed 
E: analyst@startfundbangladesh.org 
T: +88 018 8208 6237


