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Abstract: This paper aims to examine the methodology of how to collect local experience and knowledge to deal with the paradoxical 

issue of development and environmental preservation. The case study was conducted at Jhamna char in Bangladesh observing people’s 

coping mechanism with their hush environment. The participants of the case study were mainly NGO workers but not only researchers. 

Because they have implemented the similar activities on daily bases, their viewpoints showed practical notices about their environment 

coping. The role of the researchers on it was to establish system to organize their findings and to express them in words. It must be 

simple but clear method if you want to make it practical for their activities.  
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Introduction 

Bangladesh has been discussed as one of the countries 

with the severe problems of poverty in the world. Like 

other developing countries, they have tried to address the 

problem caused by the pressure of overpopulation through 

excessive development of modern agriculture. However, 

as development approaches are progressed, new 

environmental problems have arisen, such as arsenic 

contamination of underground drinking water caused by 

expansion of rice cultivation using irrigation, or soil 

erosion from extensive deforestation. This kind of 

contemporary challenges of “attaining both development 

and environmental preservation” is not just a rhetoric, but 

a practical issue that affects the people’s existence. People 

living in Bangladesh have faced a serious/urgent need to 

resolve this paradox. This project tries to find the 

countermeasures for this compatibility in Bangladesh, 

from the perspective of the local people or the expertise of 

NGOs who have worked with these problems at the grass-

roots level. This paper will examine a methodology that 

collects their experiences and knowledge from local 

people and organizes them into a usable system. We call 

this approach/method “Social Software.” The purpose of 

this project is to consider the balancing between 

environment and development, based on experiences of 

local people and NGOs. To begin with, we built the forum 

with local NGOs who have experience to work for 

environmental issues at the grass-roots level. 15 NGOs 

participated the first meeting and formed “Environment 

Coping Forum” with a researchers’ team. The scale of the 

NGOs was varied from national NGOs working in several 

districts to, so called, local NGOs focusing on a village, 

but not including very big organization. The name of 

“Environment Coping Forum (ECF for short)” was 

decided by their agreement they achieved in their 

discussion of their development policy/trend. 

Among 15 NGOs who compose ECF, five NGOs were 

chosen to be conducted case studies as they have been 

working with typical environmental problems in 

Bangladesh such as; a flood plain of Jhamna river, the 

coastal encroachment at Hatiya Island, a scaled hawar 

(wetland), in Kishoregang, frequent flood and cyclone 

affected area in Barisal, and extensive deforestation in 

Kagrachuri. It was emphasized that the significance of the 

case studies should be neither to evaluate nor to give 

advice on them but to learn from their activities.  

For the purpose of this project, PLA (Participatory 

Learning Action/Appraisal) could be used as a basis, 

whose aims is to learn from the local people, listening to 

the environment, and implementing projects with the 

people. Besides of that approach, our aim is to define the 

methodology to collect their experience and knowledge 

and to put them into practical use. The findings of each 

member through PLA were analyzed by KJ method at the 

participatory workshop. A classification system is to use 

category cards for KJ method. The name of KJ method has 

come from the investor Kawakita Jiro, a Japanese 

Anthropologist. We conducted experiments with ECF 

members at their five working sites. This paper introduces 

the first case of Jhamna char.  

 

Location: The first case study was held at SKS (Samaj 

Kallyan Sangstha) Foundation training center in 

Gaibandha from January 19th to 24th, 2008. A total of 24 

people including ECF members and researchers team 

attended. Gaibandha is located on the western coast of 

Jhamna River (Brahmaputra River).  
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The water level fluctuation is huge such that even in areas 

that get flooded during the monsoon, people do farming 

during the dry season. Also, there are a number of chars 

(sandbars) and many people living there throughout the 

year. Needless to say, there is a huge variation in the 

change in people's lives, depending on the seasons. 

Furthermore, the fluctuation of flow channel caused by the 

yearly floods has been especially significant in the recent 

years, and it has become more difficult to acquire 

permanent land than before. People are forced to move 

their residences every few years, and they are not 

guaranteed land ownership. 

SKS, who is in charge of hosting this case study, has been 

providing support to improve the quality of life for people 

living on the char or river-basin of Jhamna River since 

1987. The SKS headquarter is located in Gaibandha and 

they are active in Gaibandha, Rangpur, and Bogra, all of 

these three districts face the Jhamna River. 

The Procedure of Case Study: At first, the participants 

were split up into two groups, about 10 people each, and 

visited the field to observe SKS activities and the lifestyle 

at char and basin of the Jhamna River. They mainly 

visited areas receiving SKS support to improve quality of 

their life and farming, having women's shomity 

(community/group) activities, their medical programs, and 

informal education. The study focused on the following 

five points to learn: (1) What is SKS doing? (2) What 

services does SKS provide? (3) How do community 

people react? (4) How do community people cope with 

ongoing programs? (5) How does SKS staff cope with the 

people or their environment through providing programs? 

SKS staffs joined the groups and introduced the activities. 

They investigated how the local people were making use 

of these activities, what and how things have changed 

before and after these activities. The participants also got a 

lecture on activities by SKS staffs. While their field study 

provided primary information based on their actual 

observation, the lecture gave secondary information as to 

also include a hearing investigation from the staff view, 

which addressed the policy under which staffs carry out 

the activities or interacts with the local people.  

In the second part, we extracted findings from the field 

study using the KJ method. All of the field study 

participants submitted three keywords that they noticed or 

felt important. Each key word should be written on a small 

card and the reason why they thought it important should 

be behind. Each person prioritized these words and 

presented them accordingly in front of other members. 

Then these words were categorized into "livelihood," 

"agriculture," "environment," "credit program," "hygiene," 

and "other." The characteristics of each category were then 

extracted in their ranked order. They were asked to write 

down the key words without notified about the categories 

mentioned above. When all the key words were submitted, 

they were classified into categories. Therefore the same 

person's first and second prioritized words may end up in 

the same category. 

Priority issues’ ranking: The chart shows the number of 

votes classifying feedbacks through the KJ method.  

First priority: Many of the participants ranked 

“livelihood” as the first priority. In particular, it became 

apparent that with an encouragement from SKS, many of 

the local char and river-basin residents have valued 

livestock more than farming. It is because the flood could 

render farming impossible in monsoon season, but 

livestock could be managed year round. Also, during the 

change of seasons and at unexpected natural disaster, 

livestock (mainly cows) can be moved relatively easily. As 

“portable properties,” tin structures were preferred over 

mud and brick walls in the construction of their houses. It 

could be disassembled, moved, and reused in the event of 

a flood. 

 

Many participants also ranked their efforts in the 

agriculture as first priority. They pointed out their 

cultivation of pumpkins and jambu grass in sandy soil at 

char and the river-basin during the short dry season. Not 

only can jambu grass be used as livestock feed, but if the 

farmers dig up the roots before monsoon season, it can be 

replanted after the flood water recedes. These benefits 

make jambu grass suitable for their “seasonal nomadic 

lifestyle”. Pumpkin cultivation was one of the farming 

technologies taught by SKS that allowed farming in the 

once unusable sandy soil. The cultivation has spread as 

pumpkins became a cash crop during the dry season. Also, 

other techniques were implemented, such as rotational 

cultivation of three types of crops in the same area, 

improved varieties with short cultivation period, and the 

development and provision of agriculture suitable for this 

particular region.  

In both education and health categories, mobile schools 

and hospitals were suggested.  

These prioritized points are specific approaches to 

improve quality of life that presupposes relocation of 

people due to the effects of flood. 

Second priority: There are more variations in the second 

priority categories than the first. In points of livelihood, 

some approaches similar to those taken for the first 

priority have fulfilled the function of women's 

empowerment advocacy, and individual approaches have 

provided integrity to people's lives. They also mentioned 

about the continuity that allowed people to accept these 

approaches in agriculture, because it was not completely 

new to local people but an enhancement of the local 

technology.  

Third priority: We could see more diversity on the 

categories in the third priority than in the second. It is 

keenly noticeable that the points stated in the third were 

about preservation of intrinsic local culture in both 

livelihood and agriculture. For example, while the use of 

improved rice seeds has been widespread, sustaining a 

millet farm is more suitable when considering the weather, 

Priority Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3 

Livelihood 11 4 4 

Agriculture 7 4 2 

Education 2 3 2 

Health 1 5 6 

Environment  4 5 

Credit Program   1 

Hygiene   1 

Other  1  
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ease of farming, and laboring condition. SKS does not 

negate this, and they are highly valued for their position to 

promote diversity by bringing in new materials while 

respecting their local knowledge and technology. 

Similarly, in the field of education, they emphasized the 

connection between lifestyle and everyday items, such as a 

pen case, which was made out of local materials. It could 

be understood that this consideration for traditional culture 

(knowledge) is essential for development that takes into 

account their environment. 

Integration: These findings could be integrated by stages. 

As stated above, specific approaches with a focus on 

livelihood and agriculture were prominent in the first 

priority. In the second priority, points were related to 

providing information and indirect effect caused by the 

specific approaches. It could be explained from the SKS 

policy that their activities should be based on local 

people's lifestyle and allow mutual relationships while 

maintaining their diversity. Furthermore, the third priority 

showed consideration to existing cultures and humanity in 

char area. In order to carry out the people-oriented 

(participatory) development, it must be crucial that they 

use a method that fits the local lifestyle and culture.  

Coping with livelihood: As seen in the prioritization 

above, the coping mechanism in the livelihood category 

was determined to be the most important issue in this case 

study. The participants identified the following key points 

in the environmental problem: annual floods, fluctuation 

in the char and destruction of the river, destruction of 

riverbank due to unexpected cyclone, and labor problems 

of people losing their land during monsoon season. As an 

effort to improve quality of life based on these 

environments, the coping mechanism can be understood 

by the following activities: (1) Escape small flood damage 

by strengthening the home foundation, (2) Promote 

domestic farming in the dry season, (3) Promote livestock 

industry, (4) Promote improved furnace 

As I mentioned above, their lives in this area vary largely 

between in monsoon season and in the dry season. In 

addition, the fluctuation of the river basin poses a risk of 

flooding to their land and farmland. The power of nature is 

immense, and people must make lifestyle improvements 

that meet the changes of the environment. People have 

learned through their experience that it is most prudent to 

make their lives sustainable. 

There are some typical examples of people 

using/arranging SKS coping system on their own. For 

instance, SKS introduced improved furnaces that had the 

benefits of being portable and having high combustion 

efficiency (photo 1). They use charcoal made from cow 

dung instead of wooden fuel (photo 2). However, the 

women have used them in the traditional fixed furnace and 

invented "eclectic furnace" in which the fire does not burn 

out even when they left unattended (photo 3). Although 

the fuel consumption rate might go down a little, there is 

an added convenience for women to be able to do other 

work while the pot sits on the fire. 

In another example, the portable storage boxes for flood 

can also be used during the dry season as a safety box 

when the women work out at others' houses. Also, 

informal education initiated by SKS became an example 

for people who started similar simplified community 

schools where they do not have any schools.  

 

 

 

 

This kind of effort from local people shows subjective 

approach that incorporates SKS environmental coping 

mechanisms into their lives. The reason why this was 

possible might be because the SKS activities liberally 

incorporated not newly borrowed technology but the local 

existing life-technology. Coping mechanisms are truly the 

sight of SKS and people who are seeking development 

(improvement in quality of life) and mutually working 

together to improve the technology that allows their lives 

to adapt to the threat of nature. 

 

Conclusion 

This study introduced a methodology of how to collect 

experience and knowledge of local people through sharing 

practitioners’ findings, using the KJ method and extracting 

the staged views of their activities. This method must be 

simple enough to make local people and practitioners 

understand. At the same time, two significant points made 

it possible; first, all participants of this case study were 

practitioners who have implemented the social 

development on a daily basis and have the intuitive 

viewpoint on those problems and on activities. 

Furthermore, we did not passively perform the case study 

on people’s life at char area, but focused on dynamic 

activities of SKS. By conducting research based on their 

experiences and practices, we could discover the hidden 

coping mechanism and hopefully the way of recognition 

of local experience and knowledge, namely "Social 

Software," might be able to link them to their further 

practices. 
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This case study was not a criticism of the SKS activities, 

the slogan among the study team was “not a critique but an 

involvement”. At first, for NGOs who are used to 

criticisms by researchers or aid agencies, it took time 

before they understood that this case study was not for 

evaluation. However, by scrutinizing the people’s lives, 

and not just the SKS activities, we could elucidate 

connection and mutual effect between the lives of people 

and the SKS activities, or coexistence of environment and 

development. The practical recognition that overcomes 

and responds to the paradox could be shared under the 

ECF network and lead to further practices.  
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