Climate Refugees
Building the resilience of distressed
marginalised communities impacted
by climate change

SEEDS, May 2011
Research and compilation: SEEDS
Editing, Design and Production: Safer World Communications, www.saferworld.in

CC
BY

NC

ND

This publication is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-No
Derivative Works 2.5 India License. You are encouraged to share this publication without
altering the contents for non-commercial purposes only and giving due credit to SEEDS.

The document is part of climate change adaptation strategies, a collaborative effort of SEEDS
and Christian Aid to bring out a comprehensive approach for building resilience of the
marginalised distress communities.

CLIMATE REFUGEES
Building the resilience of distressed marginalised
communities impacted by climate change

Contents

1

Foreword

2

Introduction

6

Building Adaptable Solutions To Climate Change

10

Voices from the Field
Delhi
Himachal Pradesh
Odisha

26

Taking The Leap

Foreword
It is a well known fact that climate change is the biggest global
environmental challenge of the century. As countries around the
world battle the effects of climate change, India is no exception.
From the hilly terrain of the north-east to the coastal belt of the
south- west, distressed communities abound across the country. Our
previous publication BOILING POINT brought out the 'spill-over' of
climate change on the Indian subcontinent. This was further
supplemented by a consultation report, prepared with reference to
climate resilience in 12 urban cities of India.
In 'Climate Refugees', there is an attempt to understand and capture
the issue of climate change as a whole (especially for the concerned
rural and urban masses), its repercussions on concerned
communities and the probable solutions for building community
resilience. Using selected case studies from climate affected regions
of the country, there is a focus on rural-urban migration due to
climate change and the continuing struggles for basic needs once in
the city.
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Introduction

C

urrently, 700 million people in India (72.2 % of total population
as per census 2001) live in rural areas, depending directly on
climate sensitive sectors such as agriculture, forests, fisheries and
natural resources. With the clearly perceivable threats of climate
change in recent times, these rural livelihoods have been threatened
by extreme weather related events – including intense rainfall,
sudden shifts in seasons, severe drought, changes in crop patterns,
water inundation and extreme heat, among others. A growing
percentage of distressed migrants involved in agriculture felt that the
climate has changed over the past 5 years (19 to 61%), as per a 2011
CURE report.
Farmers are usually dependent on a four-month long monsoon,
which provides 80% of the year's total rainfall. With this itself
becoming scant and irregular, the insecurity of agricultural output
has forced migration towards urban areas.
However, this shift from rural to urban poor means limited support
and representation. in this process, sometime they lose their land,
beloved home, vital assets and the social belongingness as well,
which is quite unique in homogenous communities.
Urban infrastructure is already reaching its capacity levels and cities
are ill-prepared for a large influx of migrants or the resulting demand
for services, housing and livelihood opportunities. It seems that
Master Plans of the cities have not have taken into account climate
change factors and its subsequent after-effects, including the
increased rate of migration and allied problems.
Thus, the aspiration of better living conditions, income, health and
education is quickly replaced with the reality of city slums,
congestion, poor basic services and food shortages. Unable to return
home and struggling to find alternative livelihoods, these climate
refugees end up residing in slum areas in low-lying congested belts.
Not only do these 'urban poor' live in vulnerable, unsafe and
unhygienic conditions, but they are mostly excluded from census
and record books. This means that they can't avail any benefits of
Govt. schemes, even ones addressing basic livelihood, health &
hygiene and safe habitat issues.
In general, the Government, NGOs/CBOs and local communities have
not worked together in partnerships, in order to address the basic
climatic problems (like increase in floods, droughts, unpredictable
rainfall, temperature rise, water borne diseases etc) and on the
proposed local solutions. This could have been the best starting
point, with not much investments required, only knowledge sharing
amongst the concerned stakeholders would have worked.
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SOME LIKELY IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE
Climate Change

Impact on Urban Areas

Impact on Health and
Household Coping Ability

Warm Spells and heat waves;
increased frequency in most
land areas

Heat islands with temperature up to 7°C(44.6°F)
higher; worst incidence of air pollution

Increased risk of heart-related illness and death;
more vector-borne diseases; impacts on those
doing strenuous labour, increased respiratory
diseases; food shortage from impact of
agriculture

Heavy Precipitation events:
Increased frequency in most
areas. Increased intense
tropical cyclone activities
(including Hurricanes and
Typhoons)

Increased risk of floods and landslides; disruption
to livelihood and city economies; damage to
homes, possessions, businesses, transport and
infrastructure; loss of income and assets; often
large displacement of population, with risks to
assets and social networks

Deaths; injuries; increased food and water-related
diseases; more malaria from standing water;
decreased mobility with implications for
livelihoods; dislocations; food shortages;
displacement and associate risks to mental health

Increased area affected by
drought

Water shortages; distress migration into urban
centres; hydroelectric constraints; lower rural
demand for goods/services; higher food prices

Increased shortages of food and water; increased
malnutrition and food and water-borne diseases;
increased risk of wildfires and associated
respiratory problems

Increased incidence of
extreme high sea level

Loss of property and enterprises; damage to
tourism; damage to buildings from rising water
table

Coastal flooding increased risk of death and
injuries; loss of livelihoods; health problems from
salinated water

Source: Cities Alliance'09, Cure'11

METHODOLOGY
Keeping this background in mind, SEEDS adopted a participatory
approach to carry out research on climate change adaptation.
Marginalised communities were identified from various parts of
Odisha (coastal & flood affected area), hilly terrains of Himachal
Pradesh and urban settlements of Delhi, based on primary and
secondary data.
Social Vulnerability Assessments (SVA) were carried out through
focused group discussions, semi-structured interviews and detailed
risk assessments. These assessments helped to ascertain the overall
impact on built, natural, economic and social environment of these
marginalized communities.
Detailed community consultations with climate affected
communities revealed concerns about both settlements; where they
traditionally lived (affected by climate change) and their present
urban slums/ vulnerable areas. The participatory exercise helped
marginalised communities understand the real impacts of climate
change and share their local adaptation solutions.
Consultation meetings and one-on-one reviews were held on climate
change and urban risk reduction with the Municipal Corporation,
concerned Government officials and local NGOs, as well as
representatives from IGSSS, AAA, CURE, VIMIT, UNDP, WWF, SOLAR
and UNNAYAN.
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BUILDING ADAPTABLE SOLUTIONS TO
CLIMATE CHANGE
Based on extensive research and interactions with climate victims, it is abundantly clear that climate
change is posing a real threat to human development. While the Government of India has taken
some steps to address climate change through respective policies, missions and high level
planning, the benefits have not reached those who need it most – the climate refugees and
potential victims.
The major problem lies with the limited general awareness of climate change, its long term effects
and the probable adaptive solutions. In rural areas, especially, the hard reality is that knowledge is
limited and people are not sensitised to handle such a pertinent issue.
Climate Smart interventions need to be done in an integrated manner at all levels.
?
It is high time that climate change risks and uncertainties are integrated into development

planning, ongoing programmes and upcoming policies. Nodal agencies should design,
develop and promote climate smart initiatives and the sensitisation of concerned communities
should be made a priority.
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?
Further, at the micro level, climate friendly agricultural practices need to be introduced (such as

drip and sprinkling methods). Farmers should be updated and trained for weather-based
monitoring systems through farmer adaptation centres and krishi melas.
?
Even specific government schemes pertaining to agriculture, fisheries, health and forests

should be designed taking climate variability into account. Such initiatives can restrict climate
change induced migration, at least to a certain extent.
?
The need of the hour is to ensure that policies and practices have reached all stakeholders, all

the way to the bottom. This can be possible only when the system is robust, with everyone
accounted for. Unfortunately, most of the migrant communities are not covered in censuses
and record books. These vulnerable communities need to be integrated into the system and
provided with the relevant support to address basic needs.
?
Climate change has also directly or indirectly hampered income sources for the majority of

farmers. As recent studies depict, a large number of slum dwellers are actually climate victims
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and there is an urgent need to address their livelihood issues. A corpus fund for the informal
sector dedicated to the urban poor is one idea. The Government of Delhi, for example,
announced Rs.180 crores in the 2011-12 budget for the improvement of slum clusters.
However, beneficiaries are concerned that the money will never reach them, highlighting the
importance of strict monitoring.
?
Clear linkages need to be established between the city master plan and government

development schemes. Apart from infrastructure, it should cover provisions for migrants,
including climate victims, and their basic needs – primarily housing, water and sanitation and
health and hygiene. While current government programmes exist, they have had little impact
in addressing the pertinent problems of these vulnerable communities. Local government
schemes should also address poverty and vulnerability issues.
?
Local administration, NGOs/ CBOs and community representatives all need to work in a

cohesive manner to institutionalise micro-level adaptation solutions. By operationalising the
local adaptation centre/ knowledge centre/ Gyan Kendra concept, climate affected
communities can be nurtured in the right direction with considerably less time and money
investment. This includes:
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(a) To address the flash flood issue, there should be a proper drainage system in place, the check
dams concept should be promoted, village panchayat bodies/ local nodal agencies trained in
flood water management, and above all, local people to be sensitised about these measures.
(b) To deal with drought related problems, efficient water management techniques should be
made available and explained to local communities. The priority should be given to
preservation techniques for natural resources and vegetation, as well as rain fed farming. Self
help groups, mahila mandals and other social groups should also be educated on this.
(c) For fisheries and animal related issues, local capacity needs to be built on fodder conservation,
rainwater harvesting, early warning for fishermen, livestock diseases and biogas tank
management, among others.
(d) On health related issues, local communities need to understand how to manage vector and
water borne diseases, deal with extreme heat wave conditions and address nutrition and food
security issues.
(e) For climate adaptive agricultural practices on the whole, there is a need to promote sustainable
soil water and crop management practices, as well as improvements in monitoring and
surveillance techniques.
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Voices from the field

DELHI

With rapid urbanisation and high population densities, Delhi faces enormous pressure on
its infrastructure facilities and services. This had lead not only to a massive growth in
slums, but environmental degradation and forced climate change. The residents,
especially the urban poor, struggle to avail basic facilities - water, electricity, shelter or
even local transport. The city ground water level is decreasing by two meters every year.
Already vulnerable to floods, earthquakes, urban droughts and epidemics, climate change
assessments predict exacerbated variability in weather patterns and extreme events.
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CASE 1

Pushed out by drought,
plagued by floods
Name: Dinker Shinde
Current location: Delhi
Migrated from: Ahmednagar, Maharashtra
Cause for migration: Drought

31-YEAR OLD DINKER SHINDE IS A MAHARASHTRIAN SKILLED
farmer who migrated to Delhi in 2006. He has worked as a bonded
labour in Ahmednagar district of Maharashtra. When severe drought
hit Maharashtra over the late decade, his work as a bonded labour in
Ahmednagar district was put into jeopardy. In fact, Ahmednagar
district has recorded the lowest rainfall in Maharashtra (as per the
India Meteorological Department data).
In the Delhi National Capital Region (NCR), he initially worked for two
years as a labourer with a crushing unit, but faced respiratory
problems. In order to prevent any further health problems, he spent a
year as a helper in a restaurant. Later he began his own tea stall cum
dhaba (roadside diner) near Nigambodh Ghat, which he has been
running along with a partner for the last couple of years.
However, its location on the Yamuna riverbank meant it was highly
vulnerable. Last September, the Yamuna floods washed away his stall
which he has only managed to rebuild as a temporary structure. This
shack of tarpaulin and a few wooden sticks is his only source of
livelihood and doubles as his home in this Metro City.
Even now, he prays to God to change the weather of his native
Central Maharashtra, returning it to pleasant climate that existed
before the recurring droughts began. His request to the Government
is simple, “Weather control is not in our hands, but please don't
discount us. We are ready to do any kind of work to help our family
survive”.

“Weather control is not in our hands, but please
don't discount us. We are ready to do any kind of
work to help our family survive”.
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“Nobody came to our rescue in this area during last year's Yamuna
floods, neither the Government nor any NGO. It is a matter of chance
that we are alive”.
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CASE 2

From Saharsa to Delhi…
with no relief
Name: Ramgopal Yadav
Current location: Delhi
Migrated from: Saharsa, Bihar
Cause for migration: Crops affected by climactic changes

RAMGOPAL YADAV IS 36 YEARS OLD AND CURRENTLY LIVES IN THE
Yamuna river bank area of East Delhi. Back in Saharsa, Bihar,
Ramgopal was a farmer. He was satisfied with his limited earnings,
until the recent climatic changes in his area began directly affecting
his crops. With his lone source of livelihood eliminated, he had no
option but to adapt to this unwanted change. He decided to migrate
from Bihar to Delhi, where some of his relatives used to do petty jobs.
From 2008 onwards, Ramgopal has been working as a watchman,
taking care of the security of huge Diesel Generator sets used to light
the big hoardings on the DND flyover connecting Delhi to Noida. He,
his wife Gujari Devi and his family live in a thatched hit on the
riverbed, along with 50 other families from Bihar. The location is
highly unsafe, as all these huts are built on the wrong side of the
embankment, requiring a boat to reach them. Ramgopal comments
emotionally that, “nobody came to our rescue in this area during last
year's Yamuna floods, neither the Government nor any NGO. It is a
matter of chance that we are alive”.
Making matters worse is that just in front of these hamlets is the area
where Yamuna water merges with the Hindan River (known as one of
the most polluted in the region due to the industrial waste thrown
into it). This is the only water available to these vulnerable
communities and is used for all purposes – even drinking.
This is actually a very serious health hazard, which can flame into a
disaster at any time. Already, a few incidents in the region reflect the
poor health and hygiene. One man faces lung cancer and another is
struggling with kidney failure. Doctors diagnose that these people
have been exposed to heavy metals, most likely though
contaminated drinking water.
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CASE 3

The reluctant carpenter
Name: Mohammad Rauf
Current location: Delhi
Migrated from: Bahraich, Uttar Pradesh
Cause for migration: Reccuring floods

35-YEAR OLD MOHAMMAD RAUF LIVES IN THE SLUM AREA OF R. K.
Puram Sector 1, South Central Delhi. Originally in the agricultural
field, his hometown of Mehsi, Bahraich district in eastern Uttar
Pradesh was hit by recurring floods. As per him, River Ghaghra was
the main culprit, eroding his fertile land and forcing him to move in
order to survive.
Despite having passed high school with reasonably good marks, his
education was in help in gaining employment. He turns emotional as
he shares how he ran from pillar to post, both trying to get a job and
to gain compensation for the loss of his land. The number of forms
filled notwithstanding, he received nothing.
As the only earning member for his wife and six dependent children,
he had no choice but to move to Delhi to assist his uncle and cousins
with his carpentry. He has lived in this slum area since 2006, where
life may not be flood-prone, but is miserable. He puts the situation
down to God's will, saying “that's why I have become a carpenter and
live in a Delhi slum, solely for the sake of livelihood”.

He turns emotional as he shares how he ran
from pillar to post, both trying to get a job and
to gain compensation for the loss of his land.
The number of forms filled notwithstanding, he
received nothing.
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Voices from the field

HIMACHAL PRADESH

“In the cities, poor people have a temporary and polluted life with no
secure future and the bonus of pollution and several diseases. All your
hard work is a waste and there is neither savings nor growth. Life in
the cities is for rich people.”
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CASE 1

City dreams vs. city realities
Name: Hemraj Sharma
Current location: Shimla, Himachal Pradesh
Migrated from: Mandi, Himachal Pradesh
Cause for migration: Crop failure and water scarcity

“THE CITY IS NOT A GOOD PLACE TO SETTLE AND THERE ARE LOTS OF
problems, mainly for poor people. In the cities, poor people have a
temporary and polluted life with no secure future and the bonus of
pollution and several diseases. All your hard work is a waste and there is
neither savings nor growth. Life in the cities is for rich people.”
Hemraj, a 44-year old resident of Shimla, is originally from Shojha
village in Mandi District of Himachal Pradesh. A helping hand in his
family's farming occupation since he was 12; he left school after his
10th standard to take up the profession full-time. However, climateinduced frequent crop failure and water scarcity sent him to Shimla in
search of alternate options and better earnings. This was in 1987.
As per Directorate of Land Records, Himachal Pradesh government,
rainfall in Mandi has decreased from 2100 to 1100mm between 19902003. Further, the use of NPK fertilizer has increased a lot from 14kg/ha
to 36 kg/ha between 1980-2007.
Hemraj began life in Bhattakufar, Shimla, by working as a daily labourer
and later joined the local media channel, looking after the repair and
maintenance of cables and collection work. He waited desperately for
the good times to come, but the struggle never ended. Today, he
continues to live hand-to-mouth, with no savings or options of sending
money back home.
Hemraj talks sadly about how many youth migrate to cities for alternate
and better livelihoods, but end up stuck in daily labour, servant and
other petty jobs due to a lack of education and skills. Low incomes,
rising prices and the lack of adequate shelters means that life is often
more miserable here.
Hemraj is now determined to return to his village and find some small
occupation in those surroundings. He claims that climate change has
had an impact on every aspect of life, from family and community to
villages and the environment. Of the traditional crop yield only 4 – 20%
is left due to unpredictable rainfall, severally affecting other aspects of
the rural economy. Due to the need to find alternate livelihoods, the
combined family concept is almost at an end, increasing the stress on
village and family resources. Poverty is increasing, with a need for
adequate schemes and policies to cope. Perhaps most importantly
common villagers who are unaware, uneducated and living in remote
locations need to be educated on climate change.
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CASE 2

Adapting to a new way to farming
Name: Prakash Chand
Migrated to: Shimla
Current location: Has moved back to Bilaspur, Himachal Pradesh
Cause for Migration: Declining returns from farming due to a variety of climate-related problems

IN BADGAON VILLAGE PANCHAYAT, BILASPUR DISTRICT OF HIMACHAL PRADESH, FARMERS ARE
facing the impact of climate change. This includes the loss of various species or their movement to
higher altitudes; the drying up of traditional water sources; changing bird types and populations; a
reduction in crop yields; and increased crop vulnerability due to drought and delays in planting.
Previously unknown pests are now also becoming apparent.
40-year old Prakash Chand, a farmer from the area faced all of these problems and the resulting
unsatisfactory returns from farming. He therefore migrated to Shimla, along with his entire family,
where he worked as a taxi driver.
This period was miserable for the Chand family. Existing water systems are 135 years old and
inadequate or contaminated water supply are said to be responsible for the rise in Hepatitis A and E
in recent years. The urban poor in Shimla also suffer due to the poor maintenance of storm water
drainage systems. In many places, the natural drains have been encroached and solid waste
(packing material, vegetable waste, meat waste etc.) is dumped into road side drains. Such blocks
have led to flooding during rainy seasons and the polluting of natural water resources.
Against a backdrop of rapid urbanisation, high costs of living and the allied problems, life became
more vulnerable and brought a yearning to move back home. In fact, after 15 years in Shimla, he
returned with new hopes.
In 2010, Prakash began scientific farming – an option that was emerging as a sustainable livelihood
and climate change adaptation technique. Under the technical guidance of Dr. Anand Sirohi,
Scientist (Germination and Pests) from KVK, he developed a poly house. Now he makes a good
living from growing capsicum and is motivating other villagers to adopt scientific techniques to
grow flowers and vegetables, rather than migrate.
Farmer Prakash Chand comments that, “Some planned adaptation is already occurring. However,
more extensive adaptation will be required to reduce vulnerability. Even more important is
communication, an easy approach and low costs for farmers to adopt advanced adaptation
techniques. I am lucky to have managed and found success, but what about the farmers who have
very few opportunities for communication and coordination?”
“Even more important is communication, an
easy approach and low costs for farmers to
adopt advanced adaptation techniques. I am
lucky to have managed and found success, but
what about the farmers who have very few
opportunities for communication and
coordination?”
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CASE 3

Changing weather brings changed crops
Name: Hari Kishan
Current location: Rajhana, Himachal Pradesh
Problems faced: Decreasing traditional crop yield due to increased temperatures

“SOLAN'S CLIMATE HAS SHIFTED IN TO OUR AREA AND NOW WE CAN GROW TOMATOES. WE HAVE
also found that we can grow new plants and vegetation that was not possible earlier. However,
apple crop and stone fruits are almost finished due to the increase in temperatures. Snow fall is
now rare in this area as compared to the past 20-30 years. According to our traditional system we
have six ritus (seasons) and farmers acted accordingly. Now our calculations are disturbed and
affect our cropping patterns.”
Rajhana village is surrounded by urban Shimla. Here, unpredictable climatic situations are
becoming annual phenomena to the villagers. According to 69-year old Hari Kishan, there is an
increase in summer days and decrease in winter days. Snow which covered the area from December
to February is now a rare sight. Apple cropping had to be stopped altogether. On the flip side, lime
growing which was previously not possible due to snowfall is now easily seen in the area. Tomato
crops too are thriving in the new climactic conditions.
Hari's village was known for the production of vegetables and milk which they would supply to
Shimla city. While this continues to be a core occupation of the villagers, the villagers have suffered
huge losses. On the one hand, cultivation costs have increased considerably. The lack of green grass
and fodder at the local level has led to an increase in the cost of milk production and difficulties in
livestock management. On the other, the uncertainty of climate and rain, coupled with inadequate
marketing management at the local level, have meant low rates on crops.
Pressure is also increasing on village assets due to a population increases, as well as migration from
other cities. With this rapid urbanization, the village suffers from an urban waste problem, increased
pollution and several health related issues - stomach problems, malaria and skin diseases.
“Water pollution has had a great impact on various aspects of life and occupation,” Hari comments.
“The soil is getting hard, production is decreasing and costs are increasing. It is a matter of worry for
us.”

“Snow fall is now rare in this area as
compared to the past 20-30 years.
According to our traditional system we
have six ritus (seasons) and farmers
acted accordingly. Now our calculations
are disturbed and affect our cropping
patterns.”

19

Voices from the field

ODISHA

As per MoEF's INCCA report, the coastal state of Odisha is also facing the brunt of
climate change, with its unique geo-climatic condition rendering 80% of the state
vulnerable to numerous natural disasters. Of these, floods are the most widespread,
devastating and recurring. The Balasore district, for example, is crisscrossed by the rivers
Subarnarekha, Bhudhabalanga and Jalaka. It is severely affected by floods on almost an
annual basis.
Exacerbated by climate change, these disasters have increased in frequency and
magnitude over the years. The unexpected frequency of rains here has resulted in the
destruction of the rice crop, further escalating the massive food shortage in the state. It's
unnerving to note that Balasore's extreme weather conditions have reduced its food
production by a staggering 40%. Once called the granary of Odisha (a district of paddy,
betel and fish), it is now sinking due to the turbulent weather conditions.
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CASE 1

Fishing without a net
Name: Mrutunjaya Nayak
Current location: Howrah, West Bengal
Migrated from: Chandrabali, Odisha
Cause for migration: Salt water inundation

35-YEAR OLD MRUTUNJAYA NAYAK IS PART OF THE HINDU COMMUNITY RESIDING IN
Chandrabali village for the last 25 years. Most of the 900-strong population are fishermen or
farmers. Exposed both to the Bay of Bengal and Subarnarekha river (no bio-shields or sand
bunds exist), the region experiences floods and cyclonic storms. These annual events have
intensified due to climate change. The river mouth opens on the Bay of Bengal. As the currents
in the sea undergo changes due to warming and erode parts of the coasts, the increased
sediments raise the riverbeds. In the last five years, the sea in the area has also advanced by
about 3 km, bringing the villages even closer. In 2007, the village faced four floods between
July and September.
These repeated climate induced disasters have eroded the meager resources of the villagers
and affected the food security, water security and livelihood security of the community
putting a strain on the social practices.
Mrutunjaya lives with his mother, wife and two children. Professionally, he was a fisherman
and they lived in a small dilapidated mud house on the sea shore. Mrutunjaya's wife worked
on their agricultural land to supplement their family income.
For a very short period, they also caught and sold red crabs on the shore. Since fishing is
banned from April to May and November to February, the fishing season is reduced to about
six months a year. He feels that in addition to the loss of fishing days, the problem of
diminishing fish resources is also intensifying. Increased surface temperatures have reduced
nutrients in the form of vegetation. This means that fishes are no longer found in shallow
coastal waters and, for the last few years, fishermen are required to venture further into the
sea.
Groups of 8-10 fishermen would have to remain at sea for two or three days. During this time
his mother, wife and his children – the most vulnerable people during any disaster - were
alone at home. Past experience dictated that disaster warnings were not conveyed in time to
the fishermen out at sea, with many lives already lost - a serious vulnerability factor. His
suggestion to the authorities was that “a warning system should have been installed after the
tsunami, which could save a number of lives, especially fishermen”.
During this entire period, Mrutuanjaya earned about Rs. 8000-10000. In the off-months, he
was forced to do manual labour. Despite these problems, Mrutunjaya's family lived happily in
Chandrabali village until salt water inundation ruined his cultivated land and high tides
claimed his boat.
He moved to Howrah in West Bengal seeking work, changing his profession from labourer to
waiter to service boy depending on the season. The difference in lifestyle caused many
problems, as did the loss of identity. At the same time, the pollution in West Bengal meant his
son fell ill repeatedly and he had no choice but to send them back home. Mrutunjaya
continues to remain in Howrah, struggling to support his family.
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“My husband was not sick” she says, “but probably he could not
bear the heat waves”. She has no agricultural land and the
ownership of the homestead land still remains with her father in
law, who passed away 25 years ago.”
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CASE 2

Too hot to handle
Name: Draupadi Malik
Current location: Jagmara village, Odisha
Problems faced: Widowed by severe heat waves

OVER THE LAST TEN YEARS, BHUBANESHWAR, THE CAPITAL
city of Odisha, has been reeling under severe heat waves,
killing about 3,000 people. Awareness campaigns have been
carried out by the government over the last few years, but
have had limited effect with about 50 deaths reported in 2010.
The vulnerability is multiplied by poverty and the lack of
adequate water supply, with one of the major impacts being
the 15-20% increase in cardio- vascular diseases.
Jagmara village on the outskirts of Bhubaneshwar, for
example, has seen an increase of 3 to 4 degrees especially in
the months of March, April and May. The village's residents are
mostly immigrants from Balasore and Jaipur who mainly work
as daily wage labourers or run some tiny businesses. Despite
most being under the poverty line, supportive entitlements
such as Below Poverty Line (BPL) cards are extremely rare. The
lack of Public Health Division (PHD) water connection facilities
creates dependence on hand pumps. Yet, due to the lack of
resources, residents are unable to even install these in their
homes. Unhygienic practices such as open defecation and a
lack of awareness on appropriate sanitation are a major cause
of poor health and epidemics, which is further magnified
during floods.
Draupadi Mallik is a widow who lives with her daughter and
two sons in Jagmara village. “My husband was not sick” she
says, “but probably he could not bear the heat waves”. She has
no agricultural land and the ownership of the homestead land
still remains with her father in law, who passed away 25 years
ago.
The family's socio-economic condition is very poor and each
day is a struggle for survival. Draupadi's primary source of
income comes from manufacturing leaflets or, at times,
working as a daily wage labourer. Although Draupadi's income
falls below the poverty line, she cannot avail rice and
necessary commodities from the government as she has no
BPL card. For Draupadi's young daughter, studying in 2nd
grade, continued access to education is dependent on her
mother's unsteady income.
23

In spite of this, Ashok was a happy farmer. The turning point came
when salt water intrusion and regular flood claimed over 60% of
Ashok's land, forcing him to seek alternate livelihoods. He migrated to
Surat, where he now works as a daily wage labourer.
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CASE 3

Farmers without a farm
Name: Ashok Pradhan
Current location: Surat, Gujarat
Migrated from: Bhograi, Odisha
Cause for migration: Floods

40-YEAR OLD ASHOK PRADHAN HAS BEEN LIVING WITH HIS FAMILY
in Rasoolpur village in the eastern part of Bhograi block for the past
20 years. The traditional occupation here is agriculture and 50% of
the households are engaged in agricultural and horticultural
activities using scientific techniques. Climate change has increased
the stress on this community, putting a strain on their resources and
on the social fabric. Due to the unpredictable nature of the problem,
many people have been unable to cope, leading to migration,
alcoholism and other negative social impacts.
Ashok's family shares a small dilapidated house. Made of mud and
thatch, the house became vulnerable to the flooding in 2007 and
2008. This house and the small homestead land, on which it sits, are
only assets that Ashok has left.
After the 2008 flood, Ashok's family faced acute water problems.
Unable to use even hand –pumps, they collected water from a pond
that had not been cleaned, landing Ashok's son in hospital. The lack
of a regular sewage system and widespread open defecation has
created a mess of unhygienic conditions in the village. The absence
of a drainage system has led to water logging within the village,
increasing the risk of vector borne diseases.
In spite of this, Ashok was a happy farmer. The turning point came
when salt water intrusion and regular flood claimed over 60% of
Ashok's land, forcing him to seek alternate livelihoods. He migrated
to Surat, where he now works as a daily wage labourer.
He comments that, “Day-by-day, people are migrating to Surat and
Hyderabad, but here too you struggle to earn a living”.
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TAKING THE LEAP

With climate change causing uncertainty and changes in crop cycles,
a loss of livelihoods and societal strife are being felt across rural areas
in India. A great rural-urban distress migration is underway.
Yet that climate change creates climate refugees is only one part of
the story. The heavy migration and urbanisation have depleted cities'
coping mechanisms. As the research demonstrates, the migration to
urban settings unleashes a whole new range of issues; from water
scarcity and lack of sanitation to housing shortages and health
concerns. The vulnerabilities are only accentuated by unsafe
development patterns.
On both sides, the rural and the urban, concerted efforts are required
to reduce, address and adapt to these challenges. The time to act is
now. While it is heartening to see some adaptation efforts occurring
at the rural level, interventions in urban settings are virtually nonexistent. Turning knowledge into action on the ground requires the
involvement of multiple stakeholders, including local level
administration, policy makers and the vulnerable communities
themselves.
Taking a leap forward requires us to address two main points. The
first is the integration of climate change adaptation into mainstream
disaster risk reduction. Not only do both intermingle in their impact
on lives, but key vulnerability issues including social exclusion,
health, WASH, food security and livelihood cut across both. Ensuring
that disaster risk reduction laws and mechanisms take stock of
climate change issues will help effect true change on the ground.
The second, as mentioned in the Hyogo Framework for Action, is
increased investment in local areas – both financially and in terms of
empowering local populations. There is an urgent requirement to
upgrade physical and social infrastructure. This is balanced by a need
to increase knowledge of vulnerability and risk reduction techniques
among local populations and encourage their participation in
decision making.
Understanding that climate change adaptation cannot be imposed
from top-down alone, the leap forward will be finding local solutions
for local problems. Framing the right policies is imperative to set the
stage, but tangible change will ultimately come from communitybased adaptation strategies.
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