
Building Climate
Resilience in Bangladesh 
The Asia Foundation is building resilience in Bangladesh, whose people are among the most vulnerable 
in the world to natural disasters and climate change.

Bangladesh is one of the world’s most vulnerable 
countries to natural disasters and climate change. 
The country encompasses the planet’s largest delta, 
sitting at the mouth of three major rivers: Ganges, 
Brahmaputra, and Meghna. The country, along 
with its major population centers of Dhaka and 
Chittagong, are constantly buffeted by cyclones, 
floods, and storm surges. Unplanned urbanization 
and high population densities further compound 
the exposure and vulnerability of lives and liveli-
hoods to disaster. These risks will only increase in 
number and intensity over the next 40 years as the 
consequences of climate change escalate, posing sig-
nificant threats to development gains in agriculture, 
industry, health, and infrastructure.

The Asia Foundation is helping communities in 
Bangladesh to respond to climate-related stresses, 
as well as to plan for an uncertain future. The 
Bangladeshi people will need to adapt, reorganize, 
and evolve community systems and livelihoods to 
increase their resilience to climate change impacts 
and to ensure the sustainability of the built and 

natural environment. As such, the Foundation 
has helped to form coalitions, develop knowledge 
systems, and enhance good governance mecha-
nisms that allow the government of Bangladesh to 
respond effectively to climate change and disaster 
risks and protect its most vulnerable communi-
ties. The Foundation also serves as a member of 
the Local Consultative Group on Climate Change, 
working closely with the government and develop-
ment partners to ensure institutional coordination 
of climate initiatives. Moreover, the Foundation’s 
extensive regional experience in disaster risk 
management provides a unique perspective and 
capacity for managing these complex, interrelated 
risks in Bangladesh. 

URBAN RESILIENCE

REHABILITATING BANGLADESH’S 
LEATHER TANNING INDUSTRY

Bangladesh’s billion dollar leather export industry 
came under immediate threat when European 
regulatory agencies concluded that local production 
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failed to meet EU environmental standards, and started to 
ban imports. Nearly 2,000 tanneries were releasing untreated 
toxic chemical waste near residential areas, negatively impact-
ing the health of workers and residents and destroying the 
river ecosystem. Under its partnership with the Australian 
Government’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
(DFAT), the Foundation played a catalyzing role in reha-
bilitating the leather tanning industry by relocating it from 
central Dhaka—where it was heavily polluting the Buriganga 
River and urban environment—to a new, environmentally-
compliant industrial estate outside the city with water 
treatment capability. The initiative, first proposed in 2003, 
had been stalled due to political and institutional barriers. 
To overcome the impasse, the Foundation created a coalition 
of reform supporters within the industry, empowered them 
with timely action-oriented research, and fostered participa-
tory dialogue in pushing for change. These efforts led to 
a breakthrough agreement in 2013 between leather sector 
leaders and government policymakers to share responsibility 
for the relocation. The successful relocation has significantly 
contributed to the resilience of the urban environment by 
ensuring that toxic wastes are properly processed, environ-
mental regulations are enforced, and the health of Bangla-
deshi communities is prioritized.

 

CLIMATE CHANGE

CITIZENS’ PERCEPTIONS OF CLIMATE CHANGE  

With so little known about the perspectives of Bangladeshi 
communities at risk from or affected by climate change, the 
Foundation conducted an in-depth perception study in 2013 

of 2,649 people across five hazard zones (drought, flood, 
flash flood, cyclone, and salinity) in ten districts. Using 
household surveys, focus group discussions, and informant 
interviews, the study addressed three themes: climate change 
impacts on livelihoods and economic activities; awareness 
and perception of what is being done and what needs to be 
done; and the governance of resources and interventions 
dedicated to climate change. The results underscore the  
importance of effective communications in future interven-
tions. For most respondents there was a clear awareness of 
increased frequency and magnitude of natural disasters in 
recent years, but understanding of its causes and potential 
impacts varied widely. The survey highlighted a clear need for 
better citizen awareness and engagement on the implications 
and timeline of climate change. National plans and inter-
national programs to address climate change exist; however, 
awareness of them among Bangladeshis remains low. Despite 
high-level commitments to address climate change by the 
government of Bangladesh and the international community, 
the study showed that the benefits of plans and programs 
have yet to reach impacted communities.

SITUATION ANALYSIS OF CLIMATE  
CHANGE INITIATIVES

Bangladesh, often referred to as the “ground zero” of climate 
change, has been saturated by a number of international, 
regional, national and local initiatives working toward 
adaptation and mitigation objectives. To better understand 
and navigate the increasingly complex landscape of climate 
change policies, institutions, actors, and funding mecha-
nisms, the Foundation conducted a mapping exercise in 



2013. The assessment identified key priorities in the gover-
nance of climate change initiatives in Bangladesh, including 
the need for an overarching national climate change policy to 
achieve greater policy coherence across sectors. Institutional 
strengthening across all levels, namely for the Ministry of 
Environment and Forests, was also identified as a priority to 
ensure strong leadership and coordinated action on climate 
change in Bangladesh. The assessment will help to focus  
future climate change initiatives and resources on these  
critical areas.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND GOOD GOVERNANCE 

While Bangladeshi communities have long coped with 
environmental shocks and hazards, transparent and account-
able governance is necessary to mainstream and coordinate 
activities addressing climate change. In this context, the 
Foundation partnered with the International Centre for Cli-
mate Change and Development (ICCCAD) at Independent 
University, Bangladesh (IUB) in 2013 to conduct a scoping 
study on initiatives for climate change to understand the 
current state of governance. Using eight indicators of gover-
nance – including accountability, transparency and  
participation – it assessed Bangladesh’s climate change  
policies, institutions, programs, and funding mechanisms. 
The study provided a strong analytical foundation on climate 
change governance in Bangladesh, which will be critical in 
shaping the Foundation’s future interventions.

CITIZEN PARTICIPATION IN CLIMATE  
CHANGE INTERVENTIONS

Two Bangladesh coastal districts, Khulna and Bagerhat, were 
severely affected by cyclone Sidr in 2007. The Foundation 

responded by launching a pilot project to improve citizen 
participation in climate change interventions. Recogniz-
ing the limited capacities of local governments to ensure 
transparent and accountable climate change interventions, 
the program partnered with a Khulna-based national NGO, 
Rupantar, to establish processes for disseminating informa-
tion regarding climate change policies, strategies, funds, and 
programs in these districts. It also organized citizen groups 
and developed their capacity to monitor and evaluate climate 
change interventions.

RENEWABLE ENERGY
Despite major investments in the power sector over the past 
five years, only 60 percent of Bangladesh’s population has 
access to electricity. Natural gas reserves have been largely 
depleted, though distribution capacity nationwide is 37 
percent lower than demand. Climate change may further 
strain the short energy supply, with negative repercussions 
for the economy’s growth trajectory. Bangladesh’s long-term 
energy security depends on a sustainable energy portfolio and 
low-carbon development approaches. In March 2013, The 
Asia Foundation partnered with the University of Dhaka’s 
Institute of Renewable Energy and the Bangladesh Energy 
Regulatory Commission to evaluate and advocate for the 
potential of renewable energy in Bangladesh. The reform co-
alition has taken preliminary steps to implement regulations 
that promote small- and medium-scale private investment 
in renewable energy sources, which could contribute up to 
10 percent of Bangladesh’s power generation by 2020. Using 
public-private dialogues, the Foundation has begun to build 
consensus among stakeholders on the importance of such 
regulations in developing a sustainable growth trajectory. 



REGIONAL WORK ON DISASTER 
RISK MANAGEMENT

BUILDING DISASTER RESILIENCE IN 
THE PACIFIC ISLANDS  

The Pacific Islands, routinely battered by
cyclones and extreme weather events, is home to 
The Asia Foundation’s longest-running disaster 
management capacity building program (1995-
2013). The program helped develop the ability of 
14 island nations to manage risks and respond to 
disasters both independently and collaboratively 
with their island neighbors. The effectiveness of 
the Foundation’s training program is well known 
throughout the region, and has contributed to de-
veloping the professional capacity of thousands of 
disaster management and response personnel across 
the Pacific Islands. With support from USAID’s 
Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA), 
the Foundation worked with local, national, and 
regional organizations to strengthen leadership on 
disaster coordination and planning, as well as to 
empower key government officials to mainstream 
disaster and climate risk considerations into national 
planning and budgeting processes. Furthermore, 
its programs facilitated linkages among disaster 
management organizations in the Pacific region, 
and provided support for a regional database of 
trained participants and instructors in the event of 
a disaster. Many of these participants have moved 
into leading roles in disaster management in the 
region, and are making new advances in technology 
applications for disaster preparedness and response. 

MOBILIZING THE PRIVATE SECTOR

The Asia Foundation is reaching beyond the  
traditional targets of disaster risk management work 
to collaborate with a broader spectrum of stake-
holders. In Vietnam, with support from USAID/
OFDA, the Foundation creatively links small- and 
medium- enterprises (SMEs) with government and 
community groups to improve disaster prepared-
ness and response. Small businesses in Vietnam 
employ almost 90 percent of the population and 
produce over 50 percent of national GDP; their 
ability to recover after a disaster is thus essential to 
revitalizing communities and livelihoods. However, 
many remain ill-prepared for the increased frequency 
and intensity of natural disasters and climate 
change impacts: about 50 percent of companies 
that the Foundation surveyed in Central Vietnam 
lacked emergency response or disaster management 
plans. Working through strategic partnerships with 
the Vietnam Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 
government, and local nongovernmental organiza-
tions, the Foundation has been providing disas-
ter management training to SMEs and business 
associations, and supporting local innovations to 
strengthen Vietnam’s long-term resilience. 

The Foundation’s regional expertise in disaster risk 
management in the Pacific Islands and Vietnam 
will be valuable in informing our critical and ongo-
ing work in Bangladesh.
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