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How coastal women farmers fighting climate risks

MOTAHER HOSSAIN

Ithough women in Bangladesh
are engaged in diverse profes-
ions, their work often

remains undervalued, overlooked,
and unrecognized. Instead of receiv-
ing appreciation for their labor, they
frequently encounter social stigma,
criticism, and discrimination.
Among the most affected are mar-
ginalized women farmers, whose
lives are shaped by bath gender
inequality and climate change-
induced hardships. These women
balance household responsibilities
with agricultural labor, yet their daily
existence lacks peace, happiness,
and recognition. Their contribution
remains hidden behind structural
barriers and social norms that rarely
acknowledge their role in sustaining
farnilies and ensuring food security.

In many remote regions, nearly
half of the working population con-
sists of women farmers. Given their
immense contribution, it is crucial
that they receive recognition as pro-
fessional farmers. Official acknowl-

edgment through agricultural cards,
free healthcare services, and proper
access to district, upazila, and
union-level health centers is essen-
tial. A seminar held in the capital,
organized by COAST Foundaton
with co-organizers Abhash, Street
Child, and Bindu, highlighted these
issues and emphasized the urgent
need to formally recognize marginal-
ized women farmers and address
their challenges.

Bangladesh is among the coun-
tries most vulnerable to climate
change. Cyclones, floods, salinity
intrusion, droughts, and river ero-
sion threaten agricultural produc-
tion, livelihoods, and food security
each year. Women play critical roles
in agriculture-preserving seeds,
transplanting seedlings, harvesting
crops, storing food, and raising live-
stock. Yet despite their deep involve-
ment, they remain excluded from cli-
mate adaptation planning and poli-
cy-making. Their knowledge, built
over generations through lived expe-
rience, is invaluable for understand-
ing real climate impacts and design-
ing practical adaptation strategies.
Institutional recognition of women
farmers' leadership and active par-
ticipation in national adaptation
planning is now more urgent than
ever.

In coastal areas, where nearly one-
third of the country's land and 28
percent of its population reside, cli-

mate change's impacts are particu-
larly severe. Cyclones, tidal surges,
salinity, river erosion, and changing
rainfall patterns have become com-
mon threats. According to the World
Bank, around 12 million people In
these coastal regions are directly at
risk. Rising sea levels, increasing by
about 3-4 millimeters per year, con-
tribute to permanent waterlogging in
low-lying areas. Salinity has spread
10-15 kilometers inland, damaging
farmland, drinking water sources,
and livestock feed. Lands that once
produced three seasonal crops now
struggle to grow even a single salt-
tolerant crop. Women farmers, who
manage seed preservation, trans-
plantation, and household food
security, face declining income
opportunities as agricultural produc-
tivity drops. They also bear addition-
al burdens such as traveling long dis-
tances to collect safe drinking water,
seeking alternative livelihoods, and
ensurlng thelr families remain fed in
times of crisis.

Climate change has become one
of the greatest threats to global life
and economic stability. The latest
UN Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change report warns that if
global temperatures exceed 1.5°C,
the consequences will be devastating
for low-lying and coastal countries
like Bangladesh. Although the Paris
Agreement obliges developed
nations to reduce emissions, support
adaptation, and increase financial

contributions, these commitments
remain largely unmet. As a result,
countries like Bangladesh face rising
risks and economic losses, with
around 7 million people affected
annually and damages amounting to
nearly 2 percent of GDP

Bangladesh has adopted several
national climate strategies, includ-
ing the Bangladesh Climate Change
Strategy and Action Plan, the
National Adaptation Plan, and Delta
Plan 2100. However, challenges per-
sist due to insufficient international
funding, slow technology transfer,
and limited local adaptation capaci-
ty. While national policies prioritize
women's participation, safety, and
empowerment, implementation
gaps hinder progress. Many coastal
and river-eroded areas still lack safe
shelters, sanitatian facilities, and
maternal health services tailored for
women. Ensuring equal access to
these essential services is vital.

Government support is also neces-
sary to improve women farmers'
access to technology, climate-
resilient seeds, credit, training, and
markets. Gender-sensitive budget-
ing, monitoring, and data collection
are essential to address their needs
effectively. Women's leadership in
local governance and community
decision-making must be strength-
ened so they can contribute to agri-
cultural planning and climate adap-
tation.

Despite their vital roles, women
farmers in coastal regions still face
limited institutional support and
poor market access. Government
budgets allocate resources for
women in agriculture, but much ofit
fails to reach coastal communities.
Many women remain excluded from
land ownership-only 3.48 percent
owned land in 2013-resulting in
exclusion from subsidies, training,
insurance, and formal credit.
Although farmer cards were intro-
duced in 2015-16, women were
largely left out. Experts note that
women miss out on financial and
technological assistance, khas land
leases, government incentives, and
fair wages. Actively integrating
women into the agricultural system
could reduce poverty and malnutri-
tion by up to 17 percent.

Some progress has been made.
The "My Home, My Farm" project
supported 1.57 million women by
2020. The Department of Agricultural
Extension has trained over six hun-
dred thousand women in improved
farming techniques, food processing,
preservation, and ICT applications.
Government programs mandate that
at least 30 percent of participants in
commercial agriculture training be
women. These steps have encour-
aged increased participation in fruit
cultivation, poultry farming, and
other livelihood activities.

Still, women's contributions remain
underrecognized. Even though nearly
half of the agricultural labor force is
female, lack of land ownership keeps
them outside formal systerns of subsi-
dles, training, and market opportuni-
ties. National agricultural policies
must formally recognize women
farmers at all levels to ensure they
access government incentives and cli-
mate-resilient technologies. Climate
adaptation initiatives must integrate
women's rights, experiences, and
leadership to be effective.

In coastal and disaster-prone
areas, priority should be given to
investments in rainwater harvesting,
community water tanks, and solar-
powered purification systems, with
women guiding implementation.
Women must also be involved in
managing irrigation systems, salinity
control structures, and river or canal
sluice gates, They are not merely vic-
tims of climate change-they are
innovators, problem-solvers, and
potential leaders. Climate adaptation
efforts will succeed only if built on
women's leadership. Policymakers
must therefore adopt the approach
of "Climate Adaptation in
Agriculture with Women's
Leadership” to create a more
resilient and equitable future.

The writer is Editor, Climate
Journal24.com and General Secretary,
Bangladesh Climate Change
Journalist Forum (BCCJF)
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Bangladesh must act now to secure
future of its RMG sector

AHAMEDUL KARIM
CHOWDHURY

angladesh's ready-made garment sec-

tor has long been our economic

anchor, lifting millions from poverty
and placing the country firmly on the global
apparel map. Few national success stories
have been as transformative or as central to
our national identity. Yet today, this industry-
responsible for the overwhelming majority
of our export earnings-stands at a critical
turning point. The signs are clearer than
ever: a deepening shortage of skilled work-
ers, widening regional disparities in industri-
al partidipation, rising factory closures in key
manufacturing hubs, mounting global com-
pliance pressures, and a troubling pattern in
which young Bangladeshi women continue
to pursue risky overseas domestic work in
the absence of secure options at home. If we
fail to respond with urgency, Bangladesh
risks forfeiting the competitive edge it has
earmed over decades of resilience, discipline,
and sacrifice.

Despite these challenges, Bangladesh
remains an important sourdng destinatior.
International buyers still value the country’s
progress in safety, compliance, and capacity.
In fact, during the first half of 2025,
Bangladesh briefly became the top supplier
of T-shirts to the U.S. market, a milestone
that demonstrates continued global confi-
dence. Buyers remain interested in expand-
ing orders, but this interest increasingly
comes with new expectations: faster delivery,
higher volumes, more value-added products,
and a rapid shift toward apparel based on
man-made fibres. Global requirements have
evolved, and unless Bangladesh modernizes
its production base and builds a sustainable
workforce pipeline, buyers will simply chan-
nel their orders to countries that are better
prepared to meet these demands.

At the same time, troubling developments
on the ground expose the fragility of our cur-
rent model. More than 350 garment factories
across Savar, Gazipur, Narayanganj, and
Chattogram have reportedly dosed overa
14-month period, leaving over 100,000 work-
ers jobless. Additional closures have been
noted as buyers cut back on orders and insist

on price reductions that many factories can-
not absorb. Production costs have risen
sharply due to persistent gas shortages, high-
er electricity tariffs, and expensive raw-mate-
rial imports. Delivery delays, particularly in
maritime shipping, have forced many
exporters to rely on costly air freight, further
eroding competitiveness. Buyers, operating
in a tightening global marketplace, are
increasingly shifting a portion of their orders
to alternative sourcing destinations-an early
waming that Bangladesh can no longer take
its dominance for granted.

Equally urgent is the shift in global
demand away from cotton-based apparel
toward high-performance, synthetic, and
blended garments. These products-ath-
leisure, sportswear, outerwear, and technical
textiles-now dominate global growth. Yet
Bangladesh remains heavily dependent on
cotton while countries likeVietnam and
China surge ahead in man-made fibre pro-
ducton. Encouragingly, industry bodies
such as BGMEA have recently expressed
interest in building doser links with global
MMF suppliers, including potential imports
from the United States. Analysts continue to
call for diversification into blended yamns,
recycled fibres, fancy yarns, and multi-fibre
technologies to prevent erosion of the coun-
try's competitiveness. While these develop-
ments signal awareness, progress remains
slow. Without a robust MMF supply chain-
spinning, weaving, dyeing, and finishing-
Bangladesh risks remaining trapped in low-
value segments of the global apparel market
at precisely the moment when buyers expect
sophistication and speed.

At the heart of these structural challenges
lies a fundamental weakness: the absence of
a modem, scalable workforce development
system. Factory managers across the country
struggle to recruit workers. The steady flow
of young women from rural areas-once the
backbone of the sector-has slowed signifi-
cantly, shaped by changing family aspira-
tions, demographic shifts, and the wide-
spread promotion of averseas job opportu-
nities, The Industry's growing skill require-
ments have outpaced traditional on-the-job
leaming models, yet Bangladesh has never
developed an institutional structure capable
of bringing school dropout girls, unem-
ployed youth, or underserved rural popula-
tions into a training pipeline that leads to
stable employment. For decades, the sector
functioned on spontaneous labour supply
driven by economic necessity. That model
has reached its limit. Families increasingly
prefer ta keep daughters doser to home or
consider overseas opportunities, even when
such opportunities place young women at

risk of exploitation in unsafe and unregulat-
ed domestic work.

This is not merely an economic challenge
but a moral one. Bangladesh's reputation
suffers when vulnerable young women leave
the country for precarious domestic jobs
abroad. While skilled migrations such as
nursing, caregiving, and medical support-
should be encouraged, the export of
untrained teenage girls into foreign house-
holds offers neither dignity nor security. The
solution lies in creating structured, residen-
tial training systems that remove financial
barriers and provide safe, supportive envi-
ronments for disadvantaged youth.
Successful models exist elsewhere in
Bangladesh's social landscape: institutions
that attract a steady intake by offering
accommodation, food, and structure to fam-
ilies who otherwise lack options. The con-
cept can be adapted-not for religious
instruction but for technical and vocational
training, If BGMEA, the Bangladesh
Technical Education Board, and the
Bangladesh Skill Development Authority
developed residential training academies at
natlonal scale, they could create a reliable
pipeline of workers able to meet the evolving
needs of the modern garment industry.
Training could include literacy and numera-
cy support, machine operation, MMF-
focused technical skills, and guaranteed job
placement. Such an approach would trans-
form vulnerable youth from potential
migrant domestic workers into skilled con-
tributors to the national economy.

There have been encouraging signs.
Institutions such as the Jamalpur Textile
Institute-recently renamed and restructured-
reflect an acknowledgment by the govern-
ment of the need for practical, residential,
industry-oriented training. National training
programmes such as SEIP have also demon-
strated the feasibility of competency-based
skills development. Yet these initiatives,
while valuable, are far too small in scale.
Bangladesh needs dazens of such institu-
tions, not a handful, if it wants to secure a
long-term labour pipeline for its most
important export sector.

The challenge is not limited to skills.
Bangladesh's industrial geography remains
dangerously concentrated. Dhaka, Gazipur,
Narayangan|, and Chattogram are over-
stretched, congested, and increasingly
unsustainable as long-term industrial hubs.
Meanwhile, many rural and semi-urban dis-
tricts remain disconnected from the indus-
trial economy, despite having labour pools
ready for employment. Propery planned
and serviced garment zones in new regions

could dramatically reduce migration pres-
sure, spread economic opportunities more
equitably, and position the industry closer to
untapped labour markets. But expansion
must be strategic, not haphazard.
Infrastructure, ransport, utilities, housing,
and worker services must be integrated into
the planning framework from the outset. If
done correctly, new garment zones could
reshape Bangladesh's economic geography
for the next generation.

Alongside workforce shortages and geo-
graphic imbalance, sustainability has
emerged as an urgent frontier. Bangladesh
now produces more than half a million
tonnes of textile waste annually yet recycles
only a fraction. Global buyers, especially
those operating under strict environmental
regulations such as the EU's new sustainabil-
ity rules-are demanding transparency, waste
reduction, and circular preduction. Failure to
address environmental performance could
cost Bangladesh access to key markets,
Conversely, developing domestic recycling
and circular-fashion infrastructure could
reduce raw-material imports and create a
new competitive advantage for the Industry.

The path forward is clear. Bangladesh
must modemize its fibre base, invest in
MMF capabilities, scale up national skills
development, create residential training
academies for disadvantaged youth, reduce
the outflow of vulnerable women into
unsafe foreign domestic work, expand the
industrial footprint into new regions, and
invest deeply in sustainability. These steps
require coordination between government,
industry associations, development part-
ners, and global brands- many of whom are
willing to support initiatives that enhance
supply-chain stability and social impact.

Bangladesh's garment sector hasbeen a
story of courage, determination, and nation-
building. We now have the opportunity to
write its next chapter with intention. The
world's buyers are watching, our young peo-
ple are waiting, and the window of opportu-
nity-though narrowing-remains open.
Whether we seize it or squander it will deter-
mine not only the future of our export econ-
omy but the future of millions of families
whose lives are intertwined with industry: [t
is time to act with boldness, vision, and
urgency. The next twenty years of
Bangladesh's prosperity depend on the
choices we make today.

The writer is Port Shipping & Logistics
Strategist; Former Head of ICD Kamalapur &
Pangaon ICT, CPA; Adjunct Faculty,
Bangladesh Maritime University
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