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Introduction
Bangladesh, one of the poorest countries, with enormous environmental and 

developmental challenges, has probably the most active NGO sector in the developing

world. It has a vibrant civil society movement and a large number of active NGOs,

often with a sense of mission and commitment to social justices and service to the 

community. There are more than 6,000 registered NGOs, out of which nearly 2,000 are

very active and around 200 play a major role. Bangladesh has a few of the world’s

largest NGOs with nationwide capacity, and many more local NGOs, providing services

such as micro-credit, social mobilization, health, literacy and education, sanitation,

water, agriculture, forestry, fisheries, and advisory technical and consultancy services.

A few think-tanks with significant analytical capability and skills are having major

impacts in policy and advocacy.

The emergence of NGOs in Bangladesh

The educated middle class has traditionally been concerned with the overall development

of its community, society and country. Government has usually been hierarchical, and

bureaucracies have often been unresponsive to the demands for services from 

increasingly vocal civil societies and the emerging private sector. Bureaucracies have

tended to represent colonial service needs of resource extraction and opportunity-

seeking, rather than being oriented to service. Most of the planning has been 

centralized and top-down. Although some efforts have been made to improve the 

situation, local government institutions are mostly looking for instructions and

resource allocations from the centre. Thus, natural disasters, economic crises and lack

of services have often inspired social entrepreneurs to organize themselves into NGOs

to address one or more issues.

Bangladesh has seen the emergence of a large number of NGOs over the past three

decades. Members of the educated middle class, concerned about the need for extensive

community services, initially organized themselves into small groups and identified 

a few focussed areas to work on, including research planning, social mobilization,

awareness raising, harnessing the capacity of the poor, natural resources management,

protection and conservation, advocacy, networking and completing government efforts,

and challenging existing unacceptable practices and procedures. 

Individuals with leadership qualities and social entrepreneurship often initiate NGOs

in Bangladesh. They are often part of the power elite, but with a commitment to social

services, a sense of purpose and a passion for championing a cause. For an NGO to be

a functional organization, it has to procure financial and human resources. Very often,

individuals who have been professionally successful, and have a social consciousness
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and a connection to the power structure, have succeeded in setting up NGOs with

long-term views and commitment. Once the first critical phase of formation is over,

these NGOs undertake projects and activities, which can provide job opportunities for

dedicated individuals looking for alternative employment and a creative, service-

oriented lifestyle. For educated young people in Bangladesh, job opportunities are 

limited. Government jobs offer security, but are often not attractive for those who

want to be creative and innovative. Academic opportunities are also decreasing, and

many of the best talents tend to go abroad, lured by greater professionalism and

remuneration. For ambitious professionals, the private sector is the new and emerging

sector, but many of those with a passion for a cause find NGOs to be a better place to

express themselves. Further, NGOs have to be flexible, and can offer employment and

opportunities for professional advancement. Hence, a significant number of people

tend to gravitate towards this sector.

Crises are often the driving force for creating NGOs, which results in the demand for

specific services such as disaster management, response to environmental shocks,

dealing with governance challenges, population and natural resources management,

human resources development, poverty eradication, and empowerment of women and

the poor. But very often, once the NGOs are successful and formalize institutionalization,

they face new challenges, and they use their flexibility to address these challenges and

create new opportunities for themselves. For example, BRAC (originally, Bangladesh

Relief Assistance Committee), which was formed just after the war for Bangladesh’s

independence, was initiated as a relief operation for a war-ravaged country and a 

scattered economy. Soon, however, it transformed itself into the Bangladesh Rural

Advancement Committee and took over a number of aspects of the services sector,

such as integrated rural development, social mobilization, women’s empowerment,

health services and immunizations, and non-formal education. Over the years, it has

turned into the largest independent NGO in the developing world. It has now become

a major national and international commercial enterprise, with subsidiaries relating 

to crafts, dairies, a bank, a university and a financial institute for real estate.

BCAS (Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies) started as an environmental

research group addressing resource management, environment and development

questions. Soon, it moved into people’s participation and governance issues, and

emerged as an effective service provider and leader in ecosystem management with

people’s participation.

NGOs that function as strong service organizations, possess fle x i b i l i t y to adjust to

changing realities, a strong analytical capability, a commitment to purpose and social

consciousness, an ethos for community decision-making and sensitivity towards 

people’s participation.
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Typology of NGOs

The concept of "non" governmental organization is, overall, an inaccurate concept, 

and NGO is a misnomer. The term says what it is not, but does not say what it is. It

distinguishes itself from governmental organizations, but does not characterize its real

purpose, or its stand in the society. Many NGOs would prefer to be called private 

voluntary organizations, private development organizations, civil society organizations,

community-based organizations, or environment and development organizations. Most

of them are registered as non-profit-making organizations; that is, they have no stock-

holders, and their directors cannot take any funds or profits for being a director.

Individuals can take remuneration for giving services, but all profits must be recycled

into the organization.

The various types of NGOs that have emerged in Bangladesh can be categorized based

on their approach, function, service deliveries, sectoral coverage, spatial coverage and

thrust of work. Many of them, however, encompass more than one area. With respect

to natural resources management, these NGOs could be grouped as follows:

1. NGOs with social mobilization 

2. NGOs offering micro-credit

3. NGOs offering sectoral deliveries (such as health and sanitation, 

education, awareness)

4. Science-based policy research NGOs

5. Networking and advocacy organizations

6. NGOs working in the field of natural resources management 

and environmental awareness

NGOs in advocacy, planning and service delivery

The role of NGOs in the natural resource management and environment sector can be

c l a s s i fied by several broad functions, including: (a) advocacy and awareness campaigns,

(b) facilitating participatory planning and interfaces between government and 

communities, and (c) social mobilization and service provisions.

Advocacy and awareness campaign
The sustainable development concept that emanated from the Rio Summit found a

home in Bangladesh’s socially sensitive NGOs. A number of environmental advocacy

groups emerged, and some had significant scientific capability. Further, there were 

network and apex-groups, such as ADAB for development; CEN for the environment;

WATSAN (Water and Sanitation Association [of NGOs]) for water supply and sanitation;

BARRA (Bangladesh Association [of NGOs] on Regeneration of Rural Agriculture) for

sustainable agriculture; the Biodiversity Network; BELA (Bangladesh Environmental

Lawyers Association) for environmental legal action; FEJB (Federation of

Environmental Journalists of Bangladesh) for environmental journalism; BCAS for

scientific research on sustainable development; and Porosh (Bangladesh Paribesh
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Andolon, Bangla for Bangladesh Environmental Movement, association of NGOs and

individuals doing advocacy work on environmental issues) on single issues.

Attempts were made to develop a group on fisheries and wetlands, which is yet to be

functional. Many research-orientated organizations and networks were quite active.

This culminated in the campaign of individuals, NGOs and academics in the creation of

the FAP. Problems with arsenic also led to an advocacy movement and campaign.

Many NGOs have created awareness campaigns on the environment, natural resource

conservation, and restoration of ecosystems. NEMAP was a successful case: not only

was a plan formulated, but also the process brought out the concerns of the rural poor;

and through the process, the awareness level has increased. The high degree of 

awareness in some rural communities of specific ecosystem and natural-resource-base

systems can have a positive effect on livelihoods. 

Facilitating interfaces between government and the local community
Many NGOs try to create a bridge between government and the community. NGOs

sensitize policy-planners and projects about local needs and priorities. There is an

ongoing debate concerning projects, often owned by the government and funded by

donors, that want to use NGOs as contractors; while the NGOs want to be considered

as partners in all phases, including project formulation and implementation, so that

the interests of the poor and the ecosystem are protected.

In training both at the community and government levels, think-tank-type NGOs have

played a critical role. These NGOs are contributing significantly by undertaking

research and publications on environment- and development-related issues. NGOs that

are capable of working with communities and ecosystems, local governments, and the

national government and its planning process, can have a significant role in decision-

making as connectors and catalysts.

Social mobilization and service provision
Initially, it was the big national NGOs that proved to be successful service providers 

to the rural poor. Very often, government efforts could not reach these poor efficiently.

Major breakthroughs came through health services, such as reproductive health 

services, immunization, water and sanitation; financial services, such as micro-credit;

and social services, such as education (mostly non-formal), group formation and 

community organizations emphasizing women’s participation. 

A large number of smaller and local-level NGOs also grew in different parts of the

country, providing additional supports. Their emphasis, in addition to the above, was

eco-specific participatory resource management. Several of the think-tank and

research NGOs were instrumental in developing a better scientific understanding of

the environment and development, integrating the issues. There were tremendous

benefits to NGOs, particularly the small ones that had little capacity but high-level

access to the community, and this created a new set of services.
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Involvement of NGOs in natural resources management

One of the key roles of NGOs is providing models for better natural resource 

management, and for enhancement of sustainable livelihood needs with multi-faceted

approaches backed by scientific understanding of ecosystems and social institutions.

NGOs in Bangladesh, initially starting with social mobilization and micro-credit for 

the targeted poor, soon realized that maximization of productivity required sound 

environmental management, and that service sectors were closely interlinked. 

Thus, NGOs in different parts of the country have initiated several innovative 

activities in which they tried to integrate environment and development. They have

also challenged the conventional infrastructural modification of wetlands as the 

dominant intervention paradigm of government agencies, such as BWDB (Bangladesh

Water Development Board, the government agency dealing with water resources 

management) and LGED (Local Government Engineering Department, the govern m e n t

agency dealing with small-scale engineering infrastructure). They tried to enhance

total productivity of an ecosystem; for example, integrating the values of rice and fish,

and thus challenging the dominant crop-based monoculture practices.

Resources Endowment and Development-Environment Integration
The country’s resources can be categorized as natural, that is, the primary sources 

of supply, and human. The condition and well-being of these resources are strongly

interlinked. Development primarily depends on the richness and quality of the natural

resource base, which is very low in Bangladesh relative to the country’s population.

Local people’s capacity to manage the links between the resource base, environmental

degradation due to development activities, and the creation and sustainability of their

livelihoods is correlated to their levels of know-how.

The most important physical resource is the land itself, on which the people live and

create their livelihoods. Bangladesh’s land area is more or less stable, due to the ongoing

process of natural accretion and erosion. There are three land types: floodplains,

Pleistocene terraces and tertiary hills. Floodplains are composed of alluvial deposits,

and occupy about 80 per cent of the land area. Pleistocene terraces and tertiary hills

occupy about 8 and 12 per cent, respectively. Agricultural activities are highly 

concentrated in the floodplains area, and a large number of populations are directly

and indirectly involved and dependent on agricultural production.

Bangladesh is richly endowed with water resources. The water ecosystem comprises

the tributaries and distributaries of the three major rivers system, the Ganges-Padma,

the Brahmaputra, and the Meghna (GBM), and numerous perennial and seasonal 

wetlands known locally as haors, baors, pukurs, dighies, khals and beels. The GBM

river system originates outside the country. In fact, of the country’s 230 rivers, 57 are

transboundary rivers, of which 54 flow in from India, and three from Myanmar. The

combined total catchments area of the GBM river system is about 1.74 million square

kilometres, of which only 7 per cent lies within the geographical area of Bangladesh.
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The fact that 90 per cent or more of Bangladesh’s annual run-off enters the country

from outside its borders makes the country more vulnerable to flood. There is a high

degree of uncertainty about the quantity of water that will be available from 

transboundary rivers. The combined flow of the Ganges and Brahmaputra typically

varies between less than 5,000 cubic metres per second in the driest period (March-

April) to 80,000–140,000 cubic metres per second in late August to early September

(WARPO, 2000).

Among ecological resource bases, forests are both environmentally and economically

important natural resources. Total land under forest in Bangladesh is about 2.56 

million hectares, of which natural forest areas constitute almost 31 per cent, and forest

plantation is 13 per cent of forest areas. Only 5 per cent of existing forestlands are

designated as protected areas. 

Wetlands are invaluable components of the environment and biodiversity of

Bangladesh, which possesses enormous wetland areas, among which the principal 

ones are rivers and streams; freshwater lakes and marshes, including haors, baors 

and beels; water storage reservoirs; fish ponds; flooded cultivated fields; and estuarine 

systems, with extensive mangrove swamps. Wetlands are among the most fertile and

productive ecosystems, and are an important breeding grounds for fisheries, a source

of animal protein for a large number of people. The biological productivity of these

aquatic habitats is declining with the declining areas of wetlands.

Unremitting pressures, lack of environmental consideration in development activities

and resource withdrawal, lack of awareness about longer-term consequences of unwise

resource use, and  inadequate education and awareness are major causes leading to

the deterioration of the condition of the resource base. Degradation of land and soil

fertility has already been noted, and subsequent impact on crop yield has been

observed in many parts of the country due to improper agricultural practices. The

worst water pollution has been seen in the Buriganga river, south of Dhaka, where

tanneries appear to be the most significant source of pollution. The Sitalakhya, flowing

east of Dhaka, is the second most affected river. Two of the main polluters of this river

are a fertilizer factory and an oil terminal situated on the riverbank.

Integration of the environment into sectoral policies and policy-level integration 

are essential; and policies need to be translated into action to promote sustainable

development, as well as to improve the environment and the quality of life.

Institutional capacity building is necessary to implement policy, and enforce 

environmental acts and regulations. In addition, strong networks among researchers

and policy-makers will enable quality research, and sharing of knowledge and 

experiences for better policy implementation. The ultimate success of any policy or

decision depends on the extent to which it turns into action programmes and research

efforts to bridge gaps. It is now well recognized in Bangladesh that the acts, laws and

regulations to diminish environmental degradation are not inadequate, but rather

their enforcement through different programmes is weak. Action and research 
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programmes are required to mitigate environmental degradation and restore the

degraded environment. These action programmes must incorporate stakeholders’

views at the local level and ensure community participation in implementation to 

make the programmes a success. 

Some select initiatives: Environmental planning and people’s participation

1. National Environment Action Plan (NEMAP)
NEMAP was initiated by the government following the commitments made under

Agenda 21 at UNCED in June 1992. In the first phase, a team of national consultants

identified a number of areas and eco-systems undergoing rapid environmental 

degradation, and prepared projects to stop environmental degradation. In the second

phase, in 1993, a team of national and international consultants held detailed 

discussions with different government agencies and ministries to prioritize the 

sectoral issues and develop a list of sectoral projects for the government agencies.

The final phase of the NEMAP process consisted of elaborate public consultations,

facilitated mainly by national and local NGOs, to include people’s concerns and priorities,

so that these could be reflected in the action plan. In the first quarter of 1994, 23

grass-roots workshops were held around the country in all the important agro-ecological

zones. Each workshop had 60–80 participants from all walks of life, including farmers,

fishers, agri-labourers, women, teachers, local government officials, elected 

representatives and CEN representatives. 

The government of Bangladesh, its international development partners, NGOs and

civil society considered NEMAP a major success; this is one of the few plans that has

been accepted across all political boundaries and recognized as a commendable 

exercise in environmental planning and people’s participation. NEMAP is also 

considered a model for government-NGO interaction.

Through consultation processes, the major environmental problems facing the country

were identified and categorized into four broad groups: (1) sectoral issues (such as

health and sanitation, degradation of land, water, forestry), (2) locational and eco-

specific issues, (3) long-term issues, and (4) institutional issues. The different activities

recommended in the action plan are meant to be implemented by different groups and

organizations, including both government and non-government sectors, and in some

cases both together.

The Sustainable Environment Management Programme (SEMP) was an attempt to

implement some of the projects identified in NEMAP. About 26 projects were identifie d

and are being implemented by government agencies and NGOs.
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2. Environmental Education Programme (EEP)
In order to increase knowledge and awareness among the target groups (students and

teachers) about wetland environments, functions and values of wetlands, threats to

wetland species, and conservation of natural resources and wetland environments, an

environmental education programme has been implemented in five high schools of

three upazilas (sub-districts) in Gopalganj District. 

The environmental education plan aims to work with teachers and school children of

ages between 12 and 15 to form environmental clubs to learn and collect i n f o rm a t i o n

about their surroundings. NGO representatives visit each school regularly and meet

with the teachers and children and discuss their activities. There is an annual event in

the major town where all the schools show how they are working to build partnerships

to protect the environment and these are displayed to local people. Prizes are awarded

for the best three exhibitions.

The work done under this programme has generated a great deal of enthusiasm

amongst other schools who are participating and many other schools have requested

to enroll in the programme. An interesting product of this activity has been the identi-

fication and collection of information about the rich heritage of the locality including

archeologically important sites (which had been neglected in the past).

3. Flood Action Plan (FAP)
Bangladesh is criss-crossed by more than 200 rivers, which are the lifeblood of its 

fertile delta and rich culture. Monsoon-season floods normally cover a third of the

country in water, bringing invaluable benefits for agriculture, fishing and navigation.

But in abnormal years, floods bring disaster. The World Bank-co-ordinated FAP was

launched by 15 donor countries and agencies after unusually severe floods in 1987 and

1988. Supporters insist the scheme will tame the country’s volatile rivers, saving lives

and dramatically boosting food production. Critics warn that the proposed river

embankments and other engineering works could cause irreparable damage to the

environment, displace millions of the country’s poorest people and actually increase

the danger of catastrophic flooding (K. Haggart and others, 1994).

NGOs and civil society groups were highly critical of interventions, including FAP

activities, to control rivers and floodplains. They actively worked to influence policy

and the decision-making process to remove anti-people and anti-environment aspects

of FAP by conducting studies, consultations, advocacy and awareness raising among

the general public. BCAS and other think-tanks felt that the views of the farmers, fis h-

ers, women and landless poor, who have t h e best firsthand knowledge of floods, were

missing in the FAP process and documents. To help fill this gap, a group of Bangladeshi

journalists was asked to take an independent look at existing flood-control projects and

the potential impact of new ones.
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CEN and ADAB organized a huge gathering, the People’s Conference on FAP, in

Dhaka in November 1995. The conference objective was to hold open discussions

about FAP with ordinary people from villages and towns, experts, journalists, FAP

project donors, international NGOs, FAP consultants and national NGOs. The confer-

ence was attended by FPCO (Flood Plan Co-ordinating Organization) representatives,

FAP donors, the World Bank, UNDP, CPP consultants, university teachers, water

experts, journalists, representatives of NGOs from Dhaka and many other regions,

and people from FAP-project affected areas, including women’s organizations, farm-

ers, fishers, landless people, labourers and rickshaw pullers. The conference covered

three areas: (1) FAP process, (2) management of flood waters, and (3) water resource

management and people’s participation (Bangladesh Environmental Newsletter , vol.

6, no. 4, 1995). The People’s Conference was a major success for CEN and ADAB in

their advocacy campaign concerning FAP. The conference brought the issue to the

attention of policy-makers and international donor agencies, which were present at the

fourth FAP conference organized by the government.

Policy-planning 

Over the years, the NGOs in Bangladesh, especially in the environment and natural

resource management sectors, have been able to establish a working relationship with

both the government agencies concerned with natural resource management and the

communities that are dependent on the natural resources. Hence, there has been a

flowering of experiences of co-management and community participation programmes

in the natural resources management sector ranging from wetlands to forests. This

has now been accepted by national policy-planners and has become an integrated part

of national policy for the sector.

A few centres of excellence and knowledge-based NGOs have emerged in Bangladesh

with significant sustainable development policy analysis experience and strong 

connections to international institutes. These can be used to enhance policy analysis

and develop integrated resource management plans for sustainable development.
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The way ahead

The way ahead for the participatory approach to natural resource management,

involving communities through NGOs, is to formalize rights under such co-management

programmes (which is being done in the social forestry sector, for example), and to

promote best practices from one or two successful projects and programmes across

the board to the whole country. Again, a number of programmes are now being

planned for widespread replication. Although there has been growing collaboration

between government and NGOs, many of the project operators and some agencies

tend to use NGOs to offer contract services. NGOs strongly believe in the utilization of

their social mobilization skills and participatory planning experiences in aid of the poor

and for sustainable resource management of the ecosystem. All projects need to 

promote learning from experience and be rigorously monitored independently. There is

also a need to harness the emergence of small NGO initiatives in different ecosystems.

The strengthening of resource- or area-based networks of NGOs will also complement

sustainable development and resource management efforts. The synergy between

emerging local governments, the distilled people’s knowledge and wisdom, and 

dedicated NGOs offers the best hope for sustainable resource management.
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local governments,
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