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1. Introduction

Geographically, Bangladesh is a South Asian and the seventh most climate-
vulnerable country in the world, with 170 million people (Hossain 2023). Despite
a robust academic debate on numbers and name issues, the government’s Small
Ethnic Group Cultural Organisation Act 2010 (hereinafter Act 2010 as the mother of
legal provision) in Bangladesh names fifty ethnic groups that are considered as such
instead of Indigenous, but here, the term Indigenous will be used. Since Indigenous
people are in the minority in terms of numbers, they are always overlooked, either
through intervention or policy exclusion. In this chapter, the author reviewed
the existing policy, act, and government documents to propose an Indigenous
Community Perspective (ICP) model to reduce calamities in the community and
further intend to analyse the development framework to understand the institutional
drivers and constraints of climate policy reforms for the Santals. The Santals is
one of the Indigenous groups living in northern Bangladesh. According to recent
ethnographic studies of the Santals in Bangladesh (Roy 2024; Besra 2014; Jahan 2020),
it is assumed that the community historically migrated to and settled in Bangladesh.

Climate change is a global phenomenon that affects many aspects of society,
such as natural resources, health, education, and the economy (Eckstein et al. 2021).
To mitigate its susceptibility, researchers focused on these issues give priority to
Indigenous Knowledge Systems (Datta et al. 2024; Cajete 2020; Roy et al. 2024)
and believe that “the solutions are to be sought on the same levels of complexity
with joint production of knowledge involving communities” (Islam and Shafie
2017). The scope of this chapter is the Indigenous communities of Bangladesh—like
the Santals—and how to address the challenge of climate change and coordinate
responses in the community. In this context, the Indigenous Community Perspective
(ICP) is presented here as a sustainable solution to understand the vulnerability of
the Santals community as well as others.
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To understand the substantial impacts of climate change on ethnic communities,
we need to contemplate the historical perspective of institutional change and policy
reform interventions that have occurred in Bangladesh (Datta et al. 2024). This study
contributed to understanding modifications, and the author conducted in-depth
interviews and participatory observations with the community.

Against this backdrop, this research provides an understanding of how
communities adapt to the changing climate and the challenges they face in this
vicinity. The author also highlights the cultural and social factors that influence how
communities respond to climate change and the implications of these responses in
terms of their well-being.

The ICP’s insights are valuable for empathising with the impacts of climate
variation on Indigenous communities in Bangladesh and for shaping effective
responses to these impacts. By working in close collaboration with communities
and policymakers, the ICP can ensure that the types of needs and perspectives of
affected communities are integrated into the design and implementation of climate
policies. The ICP is one of these strategies used for mitigating the climate challenges
of Indigenous communities in Bangladesh. To open up policy windows, political
economics and the political forest, to make a political–ecology argument, namely
that forests today have been produced through politics, bring research and policy
closer to the requirements of vulnerable groups throughout the entire policy process
(Giddens 2015; Vandergeest and Peluso 2015).

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

Dinajpur is one of the oldest districts in Bangladesh. The Indian state of
West Bengal borders it. This chapter originated from my PhD fieldwork and was
completed in one of the villages under the Biragnaj subdistrict (Figure 1). Birganj
Upazilla is located between the Dinajpur and Thakurgaon highways. It is a subdistrict
with diverse people and cultures, 27 km from Dinajpur headquarters. This subdistrict
consisting of 11 unions and 1 municipality. Its area is 413 square metres. Two rivers,
Dhepa and Karatoa, flow through this upazila. People of different communities
live there, including Hindus, Muslims, Christians, and the Santals community, even
though this community is being converted to Christianity. Communal harmony
exists among the people. Paddy, wheat, jute, potato, mustard, vegetables, and fruits
are the main crops of this upazila. Apart from the rice mill and brick field, no other
industrial factories exist. The communication system is better than in other parts
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of the district as this upazila is connected to the highway, forging a link with the
whole country.

Figure 1. Study area. Source: Author’s compilation based on data from Bangladesh
National Portal (n.d.).

2.2. Methods

The Santals, one of the nineteen Indigenous communities in northern Bangladesh,
are the main focus of this research. The author initially reviewed the government’s
documents, such as policies and acts—enacted by a legislative body or parliament
and laws—derived from parliament and strategies regarding people. Santals is
discussed with contemporary concern and a deep nexus of field data. Participant
observation and interviews were used to collect the data, which were analysed
thematically. Data credibility was checked by prolonged engagement and peer
debriefing. Further, data dependability was checked by using two ‘workshops’
(Chilisa 2019; Creswell and Creswell 2017) and coding–recoding tools to ensure the
quality and trustworthiness of the data used in this research. However, the study
area is dominated, indeed, by the most common cultures, i.e., Bengali people such
as Hindu and Muslim. The village is now diversified, and a large portion of Santals
work in agricultural sectors.
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3. Results

3.1. Absence of Self-Determination to Raise the Climate Justice Voice

This study follows the Act 2010; according to this act, Bangladesh now has
50 small Indigenous groups. In a broad sense, there are 19 Indigenous groups in
the plain land of Bangladesh, and the Santals is the largest group in the northern
part, and the group lives in the greater Dinajpur and Rajshahi regions. Moreover,
in this chapter, the author has used the term ‘Indigenous groups’ instead of ethnic
groups. The Santals people used to live adjacent to a forest called the Singra Sal
forest (Shorea robusta), but they are now far away and do not have the right to enact
the government’s rules, policies, and acts. They used to have the rights to collect
fuel, wood, and fruits and used to go hunting and gathering as part of customary
systems—known as L’Bir. The community people said that they are restricted in
terms of cutting off the trees due to the gods living on the tree. This ethical matter led
to protecting the forest and ensuring climate justice. Now the forest department is
working to increase forest volume, but it is reducing day by day. The Santals people
claim that they do not have the self-determination needed to raise their voice for
nature protection.

3.2. Indigenous Communities Are Defenceless and Absent in Policy Frameworks

There are a good number of policies based on mitigation, adaptation, and
support that address climate change in Bangladesh. But for Indigenous people,
like the Santals, their participation was absent in the policy formulation process.
During conversations with informants, it was said that during policy formulation,
Indigenous people lacked participation. As a consequence, the Santals is not aware
of climate change and is not involved with climate protection interventions. In terms
of policies, Table 1 indicates a few related to the research community. The Santals
is not aware of this and do not know the ways in which they are protected from
susceptible circumstances.

Recognising the unique challenges that Indigenous groups such as the Santals
faces in responding to climate change is essential. When creating and implementing
climate change policies, the community’s needs and viewpoints should be considered
in adaptation and mitigation strategies. This can include recognising their rights to
land and natural resources, such as forest management, supporting their traditional
knowledge and practices, and providing appropriate and culturally sensitive
adaptation support. The Santals community in Bangladesh is particularly vulnerable
to the consequences of climate change, so to help them, tailored interventions to their

218



needs and sensitivity to their culture are indispensable. Otherwise, policy-based
action would bring about negative results, such as the Kaptai dam for the Chittagong
Hill Tracts Area or the Santals revolt in 2006 at Dinajpur against the coal mining
project, which ended in bloodshed. For that reason, integrating the community’s
perspectives and requirements into the design and implementation frameworks
of climate change policies and adaptation strategies is also critical, but it must be
ensured that their implementation is effective and successful.

Table 1. National Policy Instruments (NPIs) in Bangladesh.

National Policy
Instruments

Target
Year

Climate
Objectives Sectoral Scope Santals Community

National Sustainable
Development
Strategy-2010

2020 Adaptation
and mitigation Multisectoral

(Sarker et al. 2016;
Barkat 2016; Hasan

2020; Jahan 2020; Besra
2014; Debnath 2010,

2012, 2020). All clarify
and give the depiction

that the Santals are
being demotivated,

impoverished,
marginalised, and are
incapable of meeting
the policy’s demand.

Therefore, these
failures promote
thinking of new

alternatives to face
climate change to

achieve the SDGs 2030
or Delta plan 2100.

National Adaptation
Program of

Action-2009 (revised)
onwards Adaptation

and mitigation Multisectoral

Country Investment
Plan for Climate

Change-2016
onwards Adaptation

and mitigation Multisectoral

National Determined
Contributions-2017 2030 Adaptation

and mitigation Multisectoral

National Environment
Policy-1992 onwards Supportive

policy Forest

National Wetland
Policy-1998 onwards Supportive

policy Environment

National Water
Policy-1999 onwards Supportive

policy Water

National Biodiversity
Strategy and Action
Plan-2016 (revised)

onwards Supportive
policy Biodiversity

National Land Use
Plan-2001 onwards Supportive

policy Land use

Delta Plan-2016 2100 Supportive
policy Multisectoral

National Forest
Policy-2015 (updated) onwards Supportive

policy Forest

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from Islam and Shafie (2017).

While visiting the Singra forest, the Sal trees (Shorea robusta) were cut off,
the river, which is situated in the forest, was dry, and no water was found. But
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this river was once the source of protein and income, via fishing, bathing, and
swimming. The forest was also a source of herbal medicine for primary treatment in
the community. It is unfortunate that the diverse policies and acts did not positively
affect their livelihood.

3.3. Conflict Regarding Forest Use and Indigenous Livelihood

In the nation-state of Bangladesh, Indigenous communities have been deprived
in the Chittagong Hill Tracts area since the 1960s, and more than 1,00,000 Indigenous
dwellers were uprooted as a result of the implementation of the Kaptai Dam project
(Adnan 2004; Chowdhury 2006). In independent Bangladesh, the conflict between
the Bengali majority and Indigenous groups was prompted by military rulers in
the 1980s by the arranged resettlement of the plainland Bengalis into hilly areas
where Indigenous people have been living for thousands of years (Chowdhury et al.
2022; Roy et al. 2022). One day, the author visited the Santals’ houses, and they
were far away from the forest and showed grief, but the Muslim houses—one of the
most common cultures—were very close to the forest. This indicates a trend: settler
colonialism is also seen in the Singra Forest area. When the government declared
the forest a restricted and reserved area, the Santals were kept far away from the
forest, but Bengali people were moving very close to the forest, demonstrating settler
colonialism (Veracini 2010; Wolfe 2006; Mamdani 2020), or viewing the forest as
political, where the rights are reserved for the government to decide who will live
or be accommodated there (Vandergeest and Peluso 2015). Many studies (Sumi and
Bulan 2019; Debnath 2010; Jahan 2020; Besra 2014) have been conducted on land
rights, empowerment, and education; however, legislation has allowed little room
for Indigenous groups, particularly the Santals. Therefore, social scientists argue that
Indigenous minorities are framing counterhegemony against the state of Bangladesh
to protect their nature, Indigenous knowledge, and land rights, which the 1997
national accord lethally failed to imply (Ahmed 2010; Sarker et al. 2016; Uddin 2010;
Van Schendel et al. 2000). There is no place in government policies or legislation for
Indigenous people; as Mamdani said in 2020, “The birth of the modern state amid
ethnic cleansing and overseas domination teaches us a different lesson about what
political modernity is: less an engine of tolerance than of conquest” (Mamdani 2020).

Different sizes of eco-parks have been set up in Bangladesh, even though private
amusement parks are also liable for the evacuation of Indigenous communities.
From the East India Company (EIC) to Bangladesh, all governments have paid little
attention to Indigenous communities regarding sustainable community development.
The following Table 2 mentions notable acts, policies, and laws that have made
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Indigenous groups—like the Santals—vulnerable and victimised by the development
politics in Bangladesh. To reflect on our understanding, in Table 2, a few related acts
and laws have been deliberated on regarding climate change issues.

Table 2. Period-wise policies, acts, and law upsetting Indigenous communities.

British Period
(1757–1947)

Pakistan Period
(1947–1971) Bangladesh (1971–Today)

The Permanent Settlement
Regulation-1793

The State Acquisition and
Tenancy Act-1950 The Vested Property Act-1974

The Bengal Tenancy
Act-1855

The Enemy Property
Act-1965

The Acquisition of Immovable Property
Act-1982

Forest Act-1927 Private forest
ordinance-1959

The Acquisition of Immovable Property
Act-1982

Assam Forest
Regulation-1891

• The Krishi Khas jomi Bandobostha
Nitimala-1995

• The Sarkari Jalmohal
Babosthyapona Nity-2009

• Small Ethnic Groups Cultural
Organisation Act-2010

• Biodiversity Act-2017
• Convention of Biodiversity-1992

but ratified 1994 in Bangladesh
• Bangladesh Environment

Conservation Act (BECA)-1998
• National Education Policy-2010
• Bangladesh Biodiversity Act-2015

Revision of Social Forestry Rules-2004
(amendment, 2010)

Protected Area Management-2017
Source: Author’s compilation based on data from Roy et al. (2022).

Climate change is the most significant threat of the 21st century, and world
leaders are anxious to establish climate justice (Eckstein et al. 2021). However, there
are few studies on the impacts on or responses of these communities in Bangladesh
(Chowdhury et al. 2022; Roy et al. 2023a, 2023b; Rahman 2023). At the same time,
there is a wealth of information in the form of the local knowledge of Indigenous
communities based on their observations, perceptions, and experiences over the years.
As part of this PhD thesis, the author conducted 9 months of participant observation
between 2022 and 2023 in the Santals’ village, Dinajpur district, Bangladesh, to assess
local perceptions and adaptations to climate change. The perceptions of the impacts
of climate change were very detailed and provided numerous insights into local
concerns. The data suggested that the region’s local people have been experiencing
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changes in climatic conditions and natural surroundings, including changes in their
grazing pastures and agriculture; now, groundwater for irrigation is far out of reach,
meaning that water must be collected from shallow areas or deep tube wells. Twenty
years ago, farmers could access water just 50–70 feet away, but now it is more than
150 feet away; sunburn is more severe while working on agrifields now than it
has been in the last 10 years for the Santals agri labourers. Not only the forest
but also private trees are decreasing in number in place of brick fields. One brick
field remains; over the last ten years, there have only been a few brick fields in the
locality. Almost all houses are made of bricks, even the Santals’ hamlet. It is well
defined that the rules and acts were not enforced to stop environmental degradation,
like the Biodiversity Act 2017; Revision of Social Forestry Rules 2004 (amendment,
2010); and the Bangladesh Environment Conservation Act 1998. On the other hand,
according to Tables 1 and 2, few people are partially dependent on forests, rivers,
and wetland-based activities, but the rules and acts have bound people to engage
in alternative professions or livelihood works. This study suggests that Indigenous
people have much to offer to the discourse on and actions countering climate change.

Like many others, the Indigenous minorities in Bangladesh are susceptible to
the effects of climate change. Indigenous communities, either hilly or plain, depend
on natural resources for their livelihoods, such as agriculture, forestry, and fishing.
Now the changes in these resources due to climate change significantly influence
their way of life. For example, changing rainfall patterns, increasing temperatures,
and more frequent extreme weather events are affecting crop yields and causing food
insecurity for the Santals community since they have little land.

Nevertheless, the law does not stand by them; however, the government came
to them with a ‘development gift’ (Mamdani 2020). This type of gift hurdles their life
and ruins the customary law. Indeed, the Santals community’s traditional knowledge
and cultural practices are also threatened by climate change. For example, their
traditional L’ Bir system is being stopped to maintain the frequency and intensity
of the Protected Area Management Rule 2017. The L’Bir system maintained the law
and order of the community, but now it is extinct to them due to the enforcement of
forest policies in Bangladesh.

3.4. Loopholes Amid Policy Linkage and Coordination

The GoB actively participates in international climate change discussions,
such as the Paris Agreement, and some others are the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD) 1992, and the Nagoya Protocol 2010, to name a few. The country also
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collaborates with international organisations and development partners to access
finance and technical assistance to support its climate change response. Therefore,
there is an urgent need to address the challenges posed by climate change through
an institutional policy to take a proactive approach to reducing environmental
hurdles like heat waves and deforestation, riverbank erosion, and adapting to climate
change’s impacts on Indigenous groups’ cultures. It is here that there is a significant
loophole that the Indigenous groups’ representatives are not considering in the
policy formulation or implementation process at the community level that has been
advised in the law, despite the fact that international and national documents like
the CBD 1992, Nagoya Protocol 2010, Biodiversity Act 2017, and Act 2010 have
provisions to include it. As part of international commitment, the country actively
participates in international negotiations and works with development partners
to access resources to achieve its climate change goals through the development
framework of Bangladesh, which is shaped by its steps to manage the challenges
posed at the local or national level. However, a pertinent question is as follows: how
much do these types of linkages and coordination work to meet the drought, water
level deepening, storm, unusual rain, and flood concerns, which are common natural
hazards to the community? The answer from the field reflected in others’ minds is
that their voice could be more varied, and there is a big loophole in the development
sectors in terms of linking and coordinating policy formulation or implementation.

3.5. Low-Carbon Demand but Decreased Forest Volume

The Singra Sal Forest (Shorea robusta) is one of the largest forests in Dinajpur;
the Santals are now marginal in their socioeconomic condition, and they claim that
the area of the forest is decreasing daily due to the versatile interventions of the
government or most common people. When the Santals moved to the forest to
hunt and gather or collect fuel wood, different policies and acts prohibited them
from performing those activities; against this backdrop, the Santals questioned the
researcher—what are the benefits of banning them from entering the forest? It was
replied that it is a matter of the state, but the author stayed with the people and
the forest and saw that there were permanent households and people, temporary
shops, and people collecting fuel wood, all being carried out by people of the most
popular cultures.

However, one key aspect of the development framework is the promotion of
low-carbon and climate-resilient development through social forestation. It has been
said that “the plant absorbs water from the soil through roots and releases it into
the atmosphere during transpiration. This released water then forms clouds and
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rains. Forestation can heal the environmental damage in Bangladesh. Forestation
in Bangladesh can change the extreme climatic pattern” (Rahman 2023). Another
critical aspect of development interventions is the integration of climate modification
considerations into consequent planning and decision-making processes.

4. Discussion

Indigenous communities worldwide are particularly vulnerable and seek special
attention from policymakers to determine their social identity, like self-determination.
They have climate sensitivity because they often depend on natural resources for their
livelihoods, such as agriculture, forestry, and fishing. Changes in these resources due
to increasing populations put tremendous pressure on forests and change the scenario.
State interventions like setting up coal mines and forest restrictions significantly
control people’s ways of life. In many cases, Indigenous communities closely relate
to their environment and have traditional knowledge and practices that are well
adapted to local customs and rituals. One respondent in the field stated, “The
massive destruction of the forests of Bangladesh occurred during the last 40 years.
Biodiversity has declined rapidly, and many species have disappeared. The forests
are acutely impacted by over-exploitation, deforestation, excessive litter collection,
encroachment, indiscriminate collection of economically important plant species (i.e.,
medicinal, fodder), and other forms of anthropogenic disturbances”; this statement
reflects on the Singra Forest land.

Recognising Indigenous communities’ unique challenges in responding to climate
justice is significant. Their needs and perspectives must be considered in designing
and implementing climate policies and adaptation strategies. Acknowledging their
rights to land and natural resources is necessary to protect their customary knowledge
and practices. Moreover, without the inclusion of their voice in the development
framework, the development policy is errant in providing them with culturally
appropriate and effective adaptation support. Hence, this study aimed to assess the
vulnerability of the Santals to the impacts of climate change and the need for targeted
and culturally appropriate support to address these challenges.

The country’s Indigenous communities are the most disturbed, for example the
Phulbari coal mine in 2006 and Gobindaganj in 2016, by institutional frameworks.
The communities in Bangladesh rely heavily on their local biodiversity and natural
resources for their livelihoods, treatment, aesthetics, and beauty. But their way of
life is in danger due to climate change because it is changing their local environment
and the quantity and quality of their resources. At the same time, the frequency and
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intensity of natural disasters, such as floods and cyclones, destroy homes and crops
and force communities to relocate.

Another meaningful impact of climate change on the Santals in Bangladesh is
the increased frequency and severity of natural disasters. Natural disasters—such
as the North Wester—destroy homes, crops, and other vital assets and force people
to relocate. Climate change also affects the cultural practices and traditions of
the Santals in Bangladesh. For example, deforestation (cutting off old and tall trees)
threatens communities’ sacred sites and cultural landmarks. This erodes their cultural
identity and heritage and causes a loss of traditional knowledge and practices like
the L’Bir rituals.

It is necessary to ensure that the voices of Santals are heard in decisions about
climate policies and actions. This means ensuring that their voices and perspectives
are considered when designing and implementing climate policies and that they
can participate in decision-making processes at all levels. In this context, the
Santals’ rights need to be acknowledged and protected to address global climate
change through global policy but local actions. Since Bangladesh’s minorities—the
Santals—typically lack means and capabilities (Sen 2009; Meadows et al. 1972),
they need to adjust both pitfalls to changing environmental conditions to avoid
severe susceptibilities in the community. However, they face multiple interrelated
challenges, including food insecurity, displacement, loss of cultural heritage, and
economic hardship, which undermine their livelihoods and well-being. To include
their cultural diversity and consider their livelihoods, social systems, and cultural
practices, international documents can relieve their social injustice.

One of the most urgent issues is that small Indigenous groups do not have
self-determination rights for sustainable interventions. Nevertheless, to ensure
Indigenous communities’ sustainable livelihoods and create a culture of facing
changing environmental collisions, GoB should pay attention to policy implications
and institutional development.

To address atmosphere issues, policymakers should acknowledge the cultural
and economic vulnerability before taking action to safeguard and preserve the
Santals for future generations. This study hence proposes a probable solution—the
Indigenous Community Perspective Model (Figure 2)—to ensure that the voices of
Indigenous communities, for example, the Santals, are heard. Hearing their voices
in climate policy and action decisions is vital. Indigenous groups in Bangladesh are
experiencing complicated and wide-ranging effects of climate change, and efforts
must be made to address these issues thoroughly and culturally. Indeed, there
is a multifaceted approach that considers these communities’ diverse needs and
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circumstances and recognises the substantial role the community plays in developing
solutions to climate crises.

Figure 2. ICP Model for sustainable solutions to climate issues. Source: Figure
by author.

Without aligning the 4 Rs (respect, relational, relevancy, and reliability), Indigenous
people will not be able to face adverse climatic hazards at the community level.

5. Conclusions

Customary knowledge and local institutions are important in playing a meaningful
role in countering climate issues. Local institutions empower communities to
rapidly respond to environmental changes that threaten their traditional livelihoods,
economies, practices, and lifestyles. Thus, to effectively address climate change, local
perceptions, adaptations, and institutions must constitute an integral segment of
national policies and action plans. The ICP model (Figure 2) provides sustainable
solutions based on local knowledge and customary practices to understand
Bangladesh’s institutional drivers and constraints of climate policy reforms for
the Santals. Addressing these constraints requires sustained political commitment,
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stakeholder engagement, and investment in capacity building and knowledge
generation through the ICP model.
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