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Climate change in Bangladesh 

KEY STATISTICS 
 

Carbon dioxide emissions per year1 
In Bangladesh: 
0.9 tonnes per capita  

In the USA: 
23.5 tonnes per capita  

Proportion of Bangladesh less than 5m 
above sea level2 

Two-thirds 

Number of major disasters experienced 
since 20003 

More than 70 

Number of child deaths caused by 

drowning each year
4 

16,892    
 

Number of people already exposed to 
climate change through extreme weather, 

rising sea levels and river erosion
 5 

An estimated 30 million 

 
1. Climate Analysis Indicators Tool (CAIT UNFCC) Washington DC: World Resources Institute, 2010 

2. Government of Bangladesh, Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan, 2009 

3. Human Impact Report: Climate Change: The Anatomy of a Silent Crisis, Global Humanitarian Forum, 2009 

4. Bangladesh Health and Injury Survey 2005 

5. Human Impact Report: Climate Change: The Anatomy of a Silent Crisis, Global Humanitarian Forum, 2009 

BACKGROUND 
 
Bangladesh’s unique geography, high 
rate of poverty, high population density, 
and the prevalence of extreme climatic 
events make it particularly vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change.  
 
Home to the world’s largest delta, where 
the rivers Ganges, Brahmaputra and 
Meghna converge, this low-lying country 
is already susceptible to flooding, 
cyclones and other natural disasters that 
are predicted to increase in both intensity 
and frequency as a result of climate 
change. In an average year about one-
quarter of Bangladesh is submerged by 
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floodwater, while every 4-5 years, severe flooding inundates more than 60 per cent of the 
country. On average, Bangladeshis experience a severe tropical cyclone every three years1.  
 
In one of the most densely populated countries in the world, the number of people affected 
by such natural disasters can easily reach the millions, however the Government has been 
somewhat successful in reducing death tolls through Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) 
mechanisms such as early warning systems and by improving the adaptation capacity of 
communities. 
 
In Bangladesh, climate change is expected to:2 
 

 Increase the frequency and severity of cyclones leading to higher storm surges (a short-
term, unusual increase in sea level). 
 

 Increase monsoonal rainfall in the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna river basins 
leading to higher river flows, more flooding and an increase in the amount of sediment 
deposited into rivers. 
 

 Lower rainfall in the dry season, leading to droughts and a scarcity of drinking water, 
particularly in the north-west of the country. 
 

 Increase the melting rate of Himalayan glaciers leading to higher river flows and 
sedimentation in the short term. After the glaciers melt, river flows will reduce and saline 
intrusion will come further inland. 
 

 Raise sea levels to a point that would submergence low-lying coastal areas and increase 
the number of communities affected by groundwater stalinisation. 
 

 Lead to hotter, more humid weather, increasing the prevalence of diseases like malaria 
and dengue fever, and disease vectors such as mosquitoes. 
 

 Increase the prevalence of water-borne diseases as a result of contamination (ie. when 
sanitation systems become inundated during floods). 

 
There is considerable debate surrounding predicted sea level rise and its effects. 
Conservative estimates by the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change predict a 
rise of 45cm by 2100, although this would not occur uniformly around the globe. Should an 
increase of this nature occur in Bangladesh it would submerge more than 10 per cent of the 
current land mass and displace approximately 5.5 million people3.  
 
At the same time, Bangladesh’s land mass is actually accreting in some areas due to 
increased sedimentation as a result of more rainfall in the river basins. The sedimentation 
builds landmass by creating small river islands known as chars but is likely to reduce the 
ability of rivers to handle future flows, worsening flooding. 
 
Despite efforts by world leaders at the 15th UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen 
in December 2009, existing action to mitigate climate change is unlikely to be enough to 
reverse current trends and, in Bangladesh, the consequences of global inaction climate are 
already apparent.   
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Climate injustice 

While Bangladesh will bear the brunt of climate change, it holds relatively little responsibility 
for the greenhouse gas emissions that have lead to it. Bangladesh emits 142 million metric 
tonnes of carbon dioxide a year, compared to 7107 million metric tonnes released by the US. 
On a per capita basis, Bangladeshis emit only 0.9 tonnes of carbon dioxide per year, 
compared to 23.5 tonnes for each American or 25.8 tonnes for each Australian4.  

ISSUES 
 
Climate change and children 

Climate change will affect everyone, but children are particularly at risk. Women and 
children, particularly the poor, are the most vulnerable to climate-related natural disasters. 
90 per cent of those who died in Bangladesh’s 1991 cyclone, for instance, were women5. 
 
Climate change has the potential to affect every aspect of children’s wellbeing, from access 
to safe drinking water and sufficient food, to protection from exploitation. If climate change 
trends continue at the current rate, it is probable that progress made toward achieving the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in Bangladesh will be threatened or even reversed. 
Future crop yields, for example, will likely reduce, leading to food insecurity and adversely 
impacting achievements made toward MDG1 (eradicating extreme poverty and hunger). 
 
The need to slow (and eventually, reverse) the effects of climate change while also helping 
communities adapt to current changes is clear if we are to ensure that every child can realise 
his or her basic rights. 
 
Impact on livelihood 

More than 60 per cent of Bangladeshi people depend on agriculture for their livelihood6. 
Climate change means erratic rainfall patterns (causing drought in some areas and floods in 
others) and increased soil salinity. These factors are expected to reduce agricultural yields, 
leading to poverty, food insecurity and hunger. Most research forecasts that both rice and 
wheat yields will decline7.  
 
It is predicted that lost livelihood opportunities will cause even more people in Bangladesh to 
migrate from rural to urban areas, increasing pressure on urban slums. 
 

Water and sanitation 

Climate change is already reducing the availability of safe drinking water in Bangladesh. 
Many embankments remain breached after 2009’s Cyclone Aila, allowing salt water to flood 
low-lying areas. As a result, riverbanks have eroded and freshwater ponds and shallow 
groundwater reserves have become saline. Rising sea levels and increased storm surges 
will lead to saltwater contamination of aquifers in increasingly inland areas, while rivers will 
become saltier further upstream.  
 
As natural disasters increase in severity and frequency, floods and cyclones will continue to 
damage water supply and sanitation infrastructure, and food/cyclone-resilient equipment is 
too expensive for most rural households.  
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Flooding in Dhaka is also likely to increase due to heavier monsoonal rainfall, increased 
sedimentation and poor drainage. This will particularly affect those living in slum areas and 
potentially contaminate water supply.  
 
Despite all the water available in Bangladesh, groundwater levels are actually dropping in 
some parts of the country. Though manmade factors are largely to blame for this (ie. 
irrigation) climatic factors are worsening the situation. In the dry season, more tube wells fall 
dry for longer periods, forcing people to use more distant and/or less safe water sources.  
 
Subsequent water rationing affects people’s ability to practice safe hygiene and reduced 
sanitation and hygiene puts all people, especially children, at increased risk of diarrhoea and 
other deadly diseases. 

 

Child protection 

Adequate supervision of children is often lacking in the wake of natural disasters, as parents 
are preoccupied securing food, water, shelter and income. In such an environment, children 
find themselves a greater risk of abuse, trafficking and exploitation.  
 
After the extreme floods of 1998, for example, there was a noted increase in the number of 
girls moving to Dhaka to become sex workers8. Poor families often suffer the most after a 
disaster because their homes are less sturdy and they have fewer resources with which to 
rebuild their lives. Almost one year after Cyclone Aila, many families were forced to continue 
living in makeshift shelters on embankments to stay above the water level, denying children 
of the safe, protective environment that is their right. 
 
Even very young children are sometimes left to fend for themselves after a natural disaster, 
either because they have been orphaned or because their parents no longer have enough 
money to care for them having lost all their livelihood options. Climate change will likely 
mean more children will be put into institutions where a lack of minimum care standards and 
monitoring mechanisms leave children vulnerable to abuse. 
 
Increased urban migration will also expose children to exploitation, as many will end up living 
in inadequate shelter in slums. In these situations, more children are required to work to 
contribute to the family income, putting them at risk of abuse/trafficking, depriving them of an 
education and stifling their cognitive, emotional and social development.  
 
Education 

More frequent cyclones and flooding means that more schools than ever will be damaged or 
destroyed as a result of these events. Furthermore, school buildings frequently double as 
emergency shelters for the wider community, which can leave children deprived of an 
education for long periods of time. Since 2007, approximately 9000 of the 80,000 primary 
schools in Bangladesh have been affected by natural disasters, impacting more than 1.5 
million children. 
 
As parents struggle to rebuild their lives, food, water and income become a priority and 
many children are engaged to help rebuild homes or fetch water rather than go to school. As 
parents’ livelihood opportunities reduce, more children will be withdrawn from school to enter 
the workforce. Additionally, it is well-documented that children’s readiness for school and 
ability to learn are adversely affected by malnutrition and hunger, which are predicted to 
increase as a result of climate change. 
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Health and nutrition 

As mosquitoes breed faster in 
warmer, wetter conditions, 
climate change is likely to result 
in an increase in the number of 
cases of malaria and dengue 
fever in Bangladesh. It’s also 
predicted that water-borne 
infections (that cause diarrhoea 
and, if left untreated, can result 
in death) and heat-related 
illnesses (such as heatstroke 
which, likewise, can be fatal) will 
become more prevalent. 
Children–especially those 
already made vulnerable by 
poverty–will be particularly 
susceptible to such threats.  
 
Climate change is predicted to increase rates of child hunger and malnutrition as crop 
volume and diversity decreases. At the same time, parents’ loss of livelihood will increase 
poverty in general, exacerbating the problem. 
 
The situation in regard to child injury–already a significant problem in Bangladesh–is 
predicted to worsen due to more prevalent natural disasters brought about by climate 
change. After infancy, injury is the leading killer of children in Bangladesh. An estimated 
2,600 children are injured every day and more than 80 of these die from their injuries. More 
than half of all injury deaths are caused by drowning and, in the floods of 2007, 77 per cent 
of deaths were due to drowning.9 
 
Children’s mental health can also be negatively impacted by climate change as a result of 
both the trauma associated with natural disasters, and anxiety about the future, a 
phenomenon sometimes dubbed ‘climate-anxiety’. 

ACTION 
 

Providing safe water and sanitation  

 In the face of a prolonged dry season, UNICEF has launched a pilot project to 
investigate ways to maintain groundwater levels from wet season to dry. Different 
methods of artificially refilling aquifers, such as directing excess water underground 
during the monsoon and flooding, are currently being tested in the field.  
 

 UNICEF is working with the Government to help communities adapt their water and 
sanitation infrastructure to better withstand floods and cyclones. For instance, newly 
designed tube wells protect from contamination at the surface while also drawing water 
from a greater depth. 

 
 UNICEF is promoting strategies to de-sludge latrines, particularly in flood-prone areas, 

so that sewerage is less likely to contaminate floodwater and groundwater. 
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 UNICEF is supporting communities to install rainwater tanks. 

 
 UNICEF is promoting innovations that enable human excrement to be reused as fertiliser 

and compost. This carbon-neutral technique enhances agricultural productivity while 
reducing latrine waste. 
 

 UNICEF’s Sanitation, Hygiene Education and Water Supply in Bangladesh (SHEWA-B) 
project reaches 20 million people. It aims to improve sanitation and hygiene practices in 
urban slum/rural areas and to reduce mortality, morbidity and malnutrition as a result of 
contaminated water and diarrheal diseases. (See SHEWA-B fact sheet for more details). 

 
 UNICEF pre-positions emergency water and sanitation supplies, such as water 

purification tablets and jerry cans, in strategic locations as means of DRR. 

 
 UNICEF works to enhance coordination between different NGO and Government 

stakeholders to ensure a coherent response to disasters. This involves vulnerability 
mapping to enhance emergency preparedness and contingency plans. 

 

 After a disaster, UNICEF works with the Government to help provide safe drinking water 
through mobile treatment plants, provide water-purification tablets and repair 
damaged/contaminated tube wells.  

 
Protecting children 

 UNICEF works with Save the Children UK to establish Child Friendly Spaces where 
children can receive food, water, education and psychological support. These spaces are 
particularly important following natural disasters as they provide children with proper 
supervision while parents are busy rebuilding their lives.  

 

 UNICEF together with the Ministry of Social Welfare have recently completed a pilot 
project called Amader Shishu (Our Children) that provided regular conditional cash 
transfers of 1500 taka (USD 22.00) to families of children orphaned or made vulnerable 
by Cyclone Sidr. The initiative aimed to strengthen family-based care systems and 
lessen the need for children to be placed in institutions. It also allowed families to 
become more financially resilient by saving money or investing in a new livelihood. 

 

 As part of UNICEF’s Empowerment of Adolescents project, adolescents are trained on 
minimizing damage to life and property during disasters, and on providing moral support 
to community members. After Cyclone Aila, trained adolescents visited families to help 
them prepare oral rehydration solution, access safe water and maintain hygiene and 
sanitation practices.    

 

Improving health and nutrition 

 As a DRR measure, UNICEF pre-positions emergency health and nutrition supplies like 
drugs, intravenous fluids and emergency food rations, in strategic locations. 
 

 To overcome micronutrient deficiencies that are likely to worsen as a result of climate 
change, UNICEF has proactively procured micronutrient supplements for distribution 
after emergencies in 14 disaster-prone districts. Very good progress has already been 
made to reduce Vitamin A deficiency among children under five through the National 
Vitamin A campaign. This campaign currently reaches 95 per cent of Bangladeshi 
children. 
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 UNICEF is in the process of providing training on emergency nutrition to NGO partners 
and relevant district government personnel.  

 

 Through the UNICEF-supported SwimSafe project, children aged 4-10 are taught 
survival swimming and rescue skills in local, modified ponds. The project also trains 
adolescents to become community swimming instructors, providing them with a small 
source of income.  

 

 The PRECISE (Prevention of Child Injury through Social Intervention and Education) 
project has developed national guidelines on preventing child injury during disasters.  

 

 In the wake of a disaster, UNICEF provides emergency immunisations to children in 
Child Friendly Spaces to prevent outbreaks of measles. In the subsequent months, 
catch-up ‘crash’ courses are conducted for children who have missed any of their regular 
immunizations as a result of the disaster.  
 

Education in emergencies 

 UNICEF works with Save the Children UK to ensure that the emergency education 
responses of various NGOs and UN agencies are coordinated. The aim is to reduce 
duplication and strengthen system-wide preparedness. 

 

 UNICEF is encouraging 
people in at-risk areas to 
develop DRR plans at a 
school level and identify 
vulnerabilities ahead of 
time. Communities may 
identify alternative locations 
for schooling after 
emergencies, and UNICEF 
has supported training for 
teachers on establishing 
temporary learning spaces, 
running educational 
facilities and providing 
children with psychosocial 
support.   

 

 In the wake of a disaster, UNICEF supports the construction of temporary learning 
spaces and/or repair of damaged schools, provides small grants to schools (up to 16,000 
taka or USD 230.00) to help implement contingency plans, and distributes pre-positioned 
educational supplies so that children’s education can continue with minimal disruption.  

 
Supporting young climate ambassadors 

 UNICEF supported four Bangladeshi teenagers to participate in the Children’s Climate 
Forum, held in Copenhagen in November 2009. A total of 160 children from 44 countries 
participated in the Forum, held just before the 15th UN Climate Change Conference. 

 

 The Children’s Forum allowed children’s voices to be included in global decision-making 
on climate change and culminated in the adoption of a declaration for action which was 
presented to world leaders at the Conference. The delegates also developed action 
plans for working within their own communities to mitigate the effects of climate change. 
 

 



8  

 

Going green in the office 

UNICEF Bangladesh has launched a Green Office initiative that encourages staff to work in 
a more environmentally sustainable way.  

IMPACT 
 
The impact of UNICEF’s action on climate change is likely to become more pronounced in 
time, however experience responding to disasters gives an indication of expected outcomes. 
 
Providing safe water and sanitation 

After the 2007 floods, UNICEF supported the construction of 853 tube wells, the repair of 
91,300 damaged wells, and the distribution of more than 4.3 million water purification tablets. 
In response to Cyclone Sidr, more than 30,000 latrines were constructed and safe drinking 
water was provided for more than 100,000 families.  
 
The pre-positioning of emergency supplies meant that within a week of Cyclone Aila, 
UNICEF had supported the Government to deploy 11 mobile water treatment plants, repair 
2,757 water points and 2,689 latrines, and distribute 6,999 bottles for drinking water, 
972,700 water purifying tablets, 8,747 jerry cans and 651 kilograms of bleaching powder. 
The immediate response was followed by recovery work which reached more than 500,000 
people with water, sanitation and hygiene interventions.  
 
Protecting vulnerable children 

Child Friendly Spaces have been set up after all recent major natural disasters. After 
Cyclone Aila, 15,000 children received psychosocial support in 180 Child Friendly Spaces, 
and had access to 331 recreational kits. In the three districts worst-affected by Cyclone Sidr, 
cash transfers and social support were provided for 2100 orphaned and vulnerable children. 
 
In 2009, 250 adolescents took part in training on child protection in emergencies and child-
sensitive DRR. With UNICEF’s support, they have gone on to conduct family-based learning 
sessions on preparing disaster plans, planting trees and managing Child Friendly Spaces.  
 
Helping women and children stay healthy 

After the 2007 floods, UNICEF provided food supplements for more than 160,000 people 
and essential drugs for 250,000 people. Following Cyclone Sidr, more than 1 million packets 
of oral rehydration solution were distributed and nutritional supplements were provided for 
more than 140,000 children. After Cyclone Aila, tens of thousands received emergency food 
rations and 10,500 children aged 9-11 months were immunised against measles. 
 
More than 28,000 children aged 4-10 have so far learnt to swim as part of the SwimSafe 
project and the rate of child death by drowning has fallen to 72 deaths per 100,000 children 
in the intervention areas (as opposed to 96 per 100,000 in the same areas previously). 
 
Education in emergencies 

After Cyclones Sidr and Aila, UNICEF supported the establishment of 567 temporary 
learning spaces, providing access to education for more than 30,000 children. 1178 schools 
were repaired/rebuilt and teaching and learning materials (including a school bag) were 
provided to almost 200,000 students to encourage them to return to school. 40,000 students 
in 400 schools have taken part in assessments to identify weaknesses in their school’s 
capacity to deal with disasters in the future, and school-based contingency plans have been 
developed in 167 schools to improve the ability of schools to respond to future emergencies.  
 


