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Abstract
Transformations of land rights and access appear as a key element in the recently emerged
contestations regarding the Rampal Power Plant project of Bangladesh. The government of
Bangladesh in cooperation with corporate investors and vested interest groups transform
land rights and access in the name of development. Under this development model, the
government and vested interest groups take control of the local land by dispossessing and
evicting the landholders, shrimp cultivators and landless poor. In line with this, the
government shifts from its priority in allocating or granting a lease of the state-owned khas
land. Thus, the government now allocates khas land to the corporate investors rather than
the landless poor or shrimp cultivators. These land transformations necessarily bring divers
consequences for livelihoods of concerned actors. Actors, therefore, react to the land
transformations in terms of their own livelihood goals/agenda. Thus, the ruling party
powerful actors, mastaans and vested interest groups align together and support the project
or land transformations. On the contrary, the poor, powerless and dispossessed landholders
protest. The local level contestations, later on, find its ally at the national level, and thereby
the contestations receive an ‘environmental label’. The concern for environmental
deterioration then takes a reverse shift to the local area and eventually adds another
element to the local level contestations.
Keywords: Rampal Power Plant project, development, land rights and access, corporate
investors, khas land, livelihoods, contestations, powerful actors, environment
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1. Introduction
1.1. Introduction and problem statement
In development literature, social resistance issues receive special attention since it challenges
many development projects, particularly in developing countries. The resistance emerges in a
situation where, according to Long (2000), a critical/problematic livelihood is inevitable. The
recent resistance to the Rampal Power Plant project of Bangladesh indicates such a critical
livelihood situation that derives from development led land control, perceptions on
environmental degradation and other externalities. This coal-fired power plant project is
located at Rampal upazila 1of Bagerhat district in the southwest coastal region of Bangladesh.
The power plant project is a joint venture initiative between Bangladesh Power Development
Board (BPDB), and an Indian state-owned company called National Thermal Power
Corporation Limited (NTPC). For constructing the project, the government of Bangladesh
acquires 1,834 acres of land that is mostly shrimp aquaculture pond (Muhammad, 2013).
Land acquisition or accumulation transforms land rights and access, leading to exclusion for
some and inclusion for others. These transformations eventually lead the concerned actors
into huge contestations. These contestations challenge the project (or land transformations)
and largely put the country’s ‘dominant’ development narratives into question. The
government and pro-project actors argue that the power plant project will inevitably boost
the national and local economy. Contrarily, the resisting groups argue that the project is
against the peoples’ interest and, therefore, the development argument is rather an
unconvincing ‘claim’.
Land transformations remind of the historical trajectories and struggles of different actors in
the study area. In the 1980s, there was a rapid land conversion in this area from agricultural
land use to shrimp aquaculture use. This land conversion necessarily transformed the
previous land control system (agriculture-based) by changing the land rights and access of
actors. The new form of land control introduced new actors that, in turn, introduced a new
form of land control. Thus, the previous crop producers were replaced with the shrimp
cultivators, and agricultural labourers transformed into shrimp farm labourers and/or shrimp
fry collectors. To accelerate the process, the government formulated policies and inspired
the farmers, local people and outside investors to take part in this export-based
development. As part of it, the government declared the area as Chingri Mohal 2 (shrimp
area), and allocated the state-owned khas 3 land to the shrimp entrepreneurs by depriving
the landless poor 4. Conversely, the shrimp cultivators, mastaans (thugs), political bosses,
1

The upazila refers to sub-district which is the third lowest tier of regional administration in Bangladesh.
It is a part of land zoning in which the government declares the area as a Chingri Mohal or shrimp zone.
3
Khas land refers to state-owned and other reclaimed lands. Adnan (2013) shows that the government allocates
khas land to rich, powerful and large shrimp producers since the 1980s. This regulatory change dispossesses the
landless people and facilitates land-grabbing process by the powerful actors.
4
There is a regulation that legitimates rights of khas land to the landless poor as part of poverty eradication
measures.
2
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absentee landlords and the politically charged actors came in and started to control the local
lands by grabbing and/or granting a lease. Gradually, the land controllers adopt a social
practice of land leasing (locally called hari system) in which the titled landholders used to
lease out their land to the shrimp cultivators in terms of rent periods. In the hari practice, the
powerful shrimp cultivators and mastaans also compel or force the titled landholders to
transfer land rights to them in terms of arbitrarily decided rent. Therefore, the small/marginal
landholders, landless poor, labourer class people and the other powerless and poor people
struggled against these processes to protect their land rights and access and their means of
survival.
In this context, the government of Bangladesh is going to construct the Rampal power plant
in the study area by transforming the abovementioned (shrimp cultivation based) land
control and the sources of livelihoods. In doing so, the government delegates land rights to
the power plant company (called BIFPCL 5) by dispossessing the titled landholders, land
controllers and the landless poor. This power plant-led land change eventually invites
national and transnational vested interest groups to the study area for participating in the
(new form of) development model. In turn, a number of national and transnational investors
come in for setting up their industrial/commercial projects and eventually take control of the
local land. To accelerate the development model, the government now tends to allocate the
state-owned khas land to private investors rather than shrimp cultivators. Thus, the land
transformations challenge the previous land control system and actors and conversely,
introduce a new industrial type land control and actors that relates to, what Peluso and Lund
(2011) say, ‘new frontier’ of land control.
These land transformations eventually bring diverse consequences on the livelihoods of
different actors or actor groups. In response, the actors or actor groups try to adopt different
positions/alternatives for ensuring their livelihoods. Thus, some actors tend to harness
livelihoods by involving in project activities or engaging in land brokering. Some try to find
alternative livelihoods, migrate elsewhere, and change occupation. They thus tend to develop
what De Haan and Zoomers (2003) call multi-local livelihood and livelihood networks. Their
strategic positions result in struggles among actors, that involve struggles not only against the
national state and institutions but also within and between social groups (Long, 2000).
Responding to the livelihood consequences, the actors mobilize to support, to resist or to
contest the exclusionary (or inclusionary) processes. In support, the government, the ruling
party political bosses, the politically powerful actors and the mastaans not only support the
project but also force and intimidate the protesting people. This actor group denies all
allegations against the project (or land transformations) but rather labels the resistance as an
‘anti-development’/’anti-government’ efforts, or according to Narain an ‘anti-growth dissent’
(as cited in Martinez-Alier, 2002). They conversely highlight the immense regional and
5

BIFPCL means Bangladesh-India Friendship Power Company Limited. Webpage link of company:
https://bifpcl.com/
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national development possibilities, huge employment generation for the local people, and
proper use of the ’unproductive’ land.
The resistances against the project/processes are diverse involving individual and collective
actions. An everyday form of resistance is a common type of resistance in the study area as
well as in the country. In the everyday form of resistance, what Scott says ‘weapons of the
weak’, both identity and action of the protesters remain invisible (as cited in Adnan, 2013). In
the context of this research, for example, the landholders now struggle with the corporate
investors since they search land for their industrial/commercial project. On the other hand,
the dispossessed landholders in cooperation with the fellow villagers and the actors from the
ruling party opposition confronted the state force, mastaans, ruling party supporters and the
vested interest groups. Later on, the national level environmental activists groups involved in
this collective resistance and took a lead. At the national level, the National Committee to
Protect Oil Gas Mineral Resources Power and Ports (NCBD 6) organizes overt forms of
resistance. This committee puts several issues on the agenda of resistance but prioritizes the
environment, more precisely the Sundarbans issue, on its agenda. The committee, thus,
posits that this development model is rather a ‘claim’ for a specific type of development,
which intends to satisfy the interest of global and national capital flows at the cost of the
local environment. This type of resistance is now agglomerating into the transnational
networks. For example, several transnational environmental activist groups have recently
involved in this collective resistance.
Use of new media (social media) adds an additional dynamic to the social resistance. In this
process, the resisting group created a facebook page with the objective of “creating global
sensitization to stop the Rampal Coal Power Plant in Sundarbans” (retrieved from facebook
page). Until now, it has 123,255 followers (dated 06 March 2017 at 20:00 GMT). This group
contains posts regarding mobilization; cartoons, and videos aiming to sensitize the followers
and also provide an updated news feed for them. They sell T-shirts and caps that contain
slogans against the project. Their activities aim to raise funds and create awareness among
the people.
As a researcher, I have a moral responsibility to clear my position in this context. As a
prerequisite for the power plant project, a state-owned research/consultancy institution
conducted the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) for this project, to which I was an
employee. Later on, the same institution was engaged in conducting a monitoring study, to
which I was a part of the study team. In the EIA approach, as I see, the economic theories
mostly dominate in which privatization (of land property) and dependency on the market are
considered fundamental to economic growth. Therefore, the EIA approach does not focus
critically on the land transformations issue. This approach rather focuses on compensation
and resettlement for the dispossessed landholders only. At this point, I intended to conduct
6

It is non-government organization comprising of leftist politicians and civil society. Webpage link of the
committee: http://ncbd.org/?cat=6
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this research ethnographically. The ethnographic approach directs my attention to think
beyond the dominant economic approach. This approach thus helps in exploring how the
interactions between different interests or interest groups (in different layers) shape or
transform the land rights and access.
1.2. Objectives and research questions
The current dominant development paradigm sees resistance as an ‘anti-development’
activity and thereby ignores the allegations of land grabs/land control issue, and livelihood
problems by the resisting groups. In this context, this research intends to examine the debate
over development by looking into the transformation of rights and access to land and the
exclusionary processes. Additionally, the research would like to examine the relation
between land control and contestations by placing the livelihoods issue in between.
The current discourses of resistance tend to put the environmental issue (precisely the
Sundarbans) in the first place of contestation. Yet, there are many factors that are
interplaying behind the resistance, which are hardly discussed. Therefore, the current
research would like to examine these factors that shape mobilization strategies of involved
actors.
In Bangladesh, the involvement of transnational actors in land control/land grab processes is
new. In response to it, transnational protests and new media resistance are also new there,
which has not been researched yet. Against this background, the research tends to
contribute to resistance/livelihood/land control or land grab studies by adding these new
dynamics of actors’ involvement.
In this context, the research formulates the following general and specific research question.
General research questions
What transformation of land rights and access are taking place in relation to the
establishment of the Rampal power plant and how do these take place, with what
consequences for the livelihoods of various actors, and how do actors organize against or in
support of these developments?
Specific research questions
•
•
•

What processes of exclusion, reallocation, dispossession and other transformations of
property and access to land and related resources take place, and how?
How are the livelihoods and livelihood opportunities of diverse actors (actor groups)
affected by these processes?
How do various actors involved in these processes organize and mobilize support to
contest and resist these processes (or also in support of them)?

4

1.3. Study context/background
A) Background of the country and the study region
Bangladesh, officially known as People’s Republic of Bangladesh, is a South Asian low-lying
deltaic country. The country is situated in the deltas where the fertile Ganges and
Brahmaputra rivers dominate. Rivers flow from the Himalayas, and crisscrossing the entire
country finally, empty into the Bay of Bengal. Geographically, the country slopes from the
north to the south and meets in the Bay of Bengal in the southern end (Mallick et al., 2011).
These rivers have created a long floodplain in the southern part of the country. Besides, the
other landscape elements of the country include hills, uplifted blocks, piedmont plains and
tidal and estuarine floodplains (Brinkman, 2015).
The total area of the country is 144,000 km² with a density of population over 1,015 per km²
(BBS, 2011; Mallick et al., 2011). The country shares about 4,246 km land borders with two
countries: India and Myanmar. Out of the total length of its land border, the country shares
about 93.9% with India and the rest 6% with Myanmar (Islam, 2003). With respect to the
administrative units, the country has eight divisions such as Dhaka, Chittagong, Khulna,
Rajshahi, Barisal, Sylhet, Rangpur and Mymensingh. Each division has districts in its second
layer, upazila in third layer, and union in fourth layer (lowest administrative layer).
Bangladesh has a tropical monsoon climatic condition. The country has wide seasonal
variations in rainfall, high temperatures and high humidity. The average maximum winter
temperature is 290C and the average minimum temperature is 110C. On the other hand, the
average maximum summer temperature is 340C and the average minimum temperature is
210C (Islam, 2003).
The country now supports about 150 million of people (BBS, 2011; Mallick et al., 2011). Out
of its total population, the male and female ratio is almost equal [50.06% are males and
49.94% are females to be exact]. About 48% of the population above 7 years are still illiterate
(BBS, 2011). Most people are living in the rural areas. In Bangladesh, about 45 million people,
approximately one-third of the population, live below the poverty line. Of them, a large
section lives below the extreme poverty line. Statistics shows that the exposure of poverty is
the highest in rural area (about 36%) compared to the urban area (about 28%) (IFAD, 2016;
BBS, 2011).
Diverse forms of employment and occupation developed in and are based on ecosystems
throughout the country. However, agriculture is the major means on which peoples’
livelihoods depend. Statistics show that out of the total farm holdings 7 84% are smallholders,
14% medium holders and 2% are large holders. Out of total holdings (farm and non-farm),
65% are owners, 22% are owner-cum-tenants, and 13% are tenants. Furthermore, 31% of the
households are employed as agricultural laborers (BBS, 2013).
7

According to Census of Agriculture, 2013; a) small: farm holdings having minimum cultivated land 0.05 acre but
operated land more than this minimum up to 2.49 acres; b) medium: farm holdings having operated land in
between 2.50 acres to 7.49 acres; and c) large: farm holdings having operated land of 7.50 acres and above.

5

With respect to the geophysical settings, Bangladesh has different regions. Of them, the
southwest region is located at the coast of Bay of Bengal. The country’s largest mangrove
forest, the Sundarbans, is located in this region. This region comprises of three districts under
Khulna division such as Khulna, Bagerhat and Sathkhira. The power plant project central to
this thesis is going to be constructed at Ramapal upazila of Bagerhat district in this region.
Bagerhat district lies between 21049 and 22059 North latitudes and between 89032 and 89098
East longitudes. The total area of the district is 3959.11km2. The annual average maximum
temperature is 33.50C and minimum 12.50C. The main rivers of this district include Panguchi,
Daratana, Madhumati, Pasur, Haringhata, Mongla, Baleswar, Bangra andGoshairkhali. The
district consists of 9 upazilas, 75 unions and 720 mauzas. The upazilas under this district are
BagerhatSadar, Chitalmari, Fakirhat, Kachua, Mollahat, Mongla, Morrelganj, Rampal and
Sarankhola. The total population of this district are 14,76,090 of which 7,40,138 males and
7,35,952 (BBS, 2011).
In its coastline, many people are making a living from rivers. Besides, people also involve in
brackish water shrimp cultivation in the agricultural land. Due to the coastal geophysical
location, the entire southwest region is prone to natural disasters. Floods, tropical cyclones
and tidal surges occur almost every year in this region. Furthermore, this region due to its
lower elevation is highly susceptible to climate change. Future climate projections also
forecast that this region has a greater possibility of submergence due to the sea level rise
(NAPA, 2005). In this context, the Sundarbans is considered as a natural guard against natural
calamities. Therefore, any harm to the natural environment and/or the Sundarbans can affect
the local life and livelihoods more severely. Moreover, huge climate migration of local
inhabitants is expected to occur due to the climate change-induced submergence in this
region.
B) Background of the power plant project and the project area
The Rampal power plant project is a coal-based power plant with a gross capacity of 1320
MW (two units of 660MW each). The project has also a provision for further extension of
another 1320MW in future (EIA Report, 2013). For the implementation, the government
acquired 1,834 acres of land, that was mostly agricultural and shrimp aquaculture pond
(Muhammad 2013). This power plant is a joint venture of Bangladesh Power Development
Board (BPDB) and National Thermal Power Corporation Limited (NTPC) Ltd., India. The BPDB
and NTPC Ltd. India has signed the Joint Venture Agreement at Dhaka on 29 January 2012.
The name of this joint venture company is “Bangladesh-India Friendship Power Company
Limited” (BIFPCL). According to the agreed condition, Bangladesh and India have an equal
share (50:50), and both countries invest 30% of the total cost for the coal-fired project. The
company (BIFPCL) will arrange the remaining 70% of the costs through loans from external
sources (EIA Report, 2013).
The project is to be constructed in Rampal upazila, which covers Sapmari Katakhali and Kaigar
Daskati Mauza of Rajnagar Unions of Bagerhat district under Khulna division of Bangladesh
6

(see Figure 1).The total administrative area of Rampal upazila is 82,893 acre consists of ten
unions. The total population is 154,965 with 77,504 males and 77,461 females. The malefemale ratio is 100. It has a 56.4% literacy rate. More than 47.6% of the population is living
below the poverty line (BBS, 2011).
The deltaic land formation of this region provides diverse livelihood sources based on its
available natural resources. From the beginning, people developed agriculture as their main
mode of livelihoods. In addition to that, fishery (both culture & capture), wage labor, and
forest resources extraction can be mentioned as important modes of livelihoods. However,
this area now belongs to the commercial shrimp culture zone according to the Land Zoning of
Bangladesh. This shrimp culture was initiated in the study area under the Structural
Adjustment Program during the 1980s, due to the intrusion of saline water (Adnan, 2013). By
producing exportable shrimp, this area is connected to the global commodity chain.
The land is an important element in livelihood harnessing and social inclusion. Since they
have developed shrimp culture-based livelihoods, the land is necessary to harness their
means of survivals. In this context, people who hold more land are positioned at the higher
social strata, which facilitates them to exert control over other resources and people. Data
show that there exists a severe polarization in land ownership in the project area. A few
people engaged in shrimp farming hold most of the lands. They hold more than 7.5 acres of
land in most of the cases (EIA Report, 2013). The centralization of land holding in a few
people’s hands makes the land scarce that increases the landlessness in the project area. On
the other hand, the increasing poverty and unemployment compel people to sell their land,
which further accelerates the poverty and concentrates land in the hands of a few rich and
politically powerful actors.

7

Figure 1: Administrative map of the project area
Source: EIA Report, 2013
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2. Theory, concepts and methods
2.1. Theoretical and conceptual framework
This research considers the following key theoretical and conceptual lenses through which
the research questions are investigated.
i) Property and access:
Franz von Benda-Beckmann et al. (2006) define the ‘property’ concept as “the organization
and legitimation of rights and obligations with respect to goods that are regarded as
valuable” (p. 2). This definition allows unravelling the property relations in terms of three
basic elements such as the holders of rights and obligation (social unit), the construction of
valuables (e.g. land), and ‘bundles’ of rights and obligations that the holders can have in
respect to property object (von Benda-Beckmann et al., 2006). Property, according to this
definition, does not refer to one specific type of right (e.g. ownership) but rather
encompasses a wide variety of arrangements for holding the rights to property object. These
different sorts of rights are called ‘bundles of rights’ to which ownership is also a part (as a
bundle). For unravelling the wide variety of arrangements of property, Franz von BendaBeckmann et al. (2006) propose a layered approach (“layers of social organization”). This
approach allows to distinguish between ideological notions of property (ideological layer),
legal-institutional framework for regulating and controlling (categorical layer) and everyday
social practices between actual property-holders with respect to property object (concretized
property relations layer). Property relationships necessarily intersect different layers,
therefore, they cannot be understood by looking into one layer only.
Following the concept of property, this research considers land as property object,
landholders as social units, and the rights and obligations of landholders with respect to land.
The research examines the property (land) relations that manifest themselves in different
layers in terms of land transformations due to the construction of power plant and other
commercial/industrial projects. It thus helps in examining the different arrangements and
changes of land rights in everyday social practices, ideological, and legal-institutional layers.
For example, ideally the government delegates land rights in the study in terms of ownership.
Thus, there are two types of land such as privately owned and state-owned khas land. The
government perceives the changes in land use for the power plant led development that
encourages to accumulate both private and khas land. This land accumulation changes rights
of the landholders and conversely, legitimates the land rights to power plant company (called
BIFPCL). Besides, several non-state actors such as private investors purchase land from the
private holders perceiving the investment potentiality in the study area. On the other hand,
the government now prefers the industrial/commercial investors for granting a lease of khas
land. This shifting preference changes the land rights of both the landless poor and the
shrimp cultivators. Thus, changes of land rights at the ideological and legal-institutional layers
eventually bring changes at the social practices of land relation at the ground level.
9

The transformations of land rights also bring changes in the access of different actors to land.
The concept of ‘access’ (Ribot and Peluso, 2003) is important in the research as well. Ribot
and Peluso (2003) define access as “the ability to derive benefits from things” (p.155).
Instead of ‘rights’ in the property concept, access focuses on the ‘ability’ of actors. The ability
implies the presence of power (bundle of powers) that enables (or constrain) the actors to
benefit from land. Thus, access analysis focuses on ‘’who actually benefits from things and
through what processes they are able to do so’’ (p. 156). Ribot and Peluso (2003) argue that
the concept “access locates property as one set of factors … in a larger array of institutions,
social and political-economic relations and discursive strategies that shape benefit flows” (p.
157). The access concept refers to the all possible means by which actors try to gain access to
land. These means comprise of both rights-based and illicit mechanisms as well as other
structural and relational mechanisms. The rights-based mechanisms refer to the legal rights
to land sanctioned by the law, custom or convention. On the other hand, illicit mechanisms
refer to the ways of gaining access that are not socially sanctioned by the state and society.
Those include coercion, grabbing, and maintain a good relation to those who control access.
Ribot and Peluso (2003) also argue that “some people and institutions control resource
access while others must maintain their access through those who have control” (p. 154). “To
maintain access, subordinate actors often transfer some benefits to those who control it” (p.
159).
In the context of this research, the transformations of land rights due to the construction of
the power plant project also transform the access of actors to land. The access concept helps
in understanding who benefit from the land transformations and how they create, maintain
or expand their benefits. For example, the government evicts the titled landholders and the
lease receivers of khas land, although they have legal rights to land. To gaining access to and
control of the accumulated land, the government pays compensation to the titled
landholders. Furthermore, the government uses force and ruling party supporters as well as
vested interest groups for evicting people from their land. There is an apparent patronage
system maintaining access to land. In this system, the ruling government patronises the local
ruling party political bosses for controlling land and/or benefiting from the land
transformation. In the similar way, the ruling party bosses patronise the local level supporters
of the ruling party and mastaans (thugs). The mastaans and ruling party political supporters
constrain the access of local landholders by intimidating, persuading for land sale, and
evicting the landless poor from khas land.
ii) Land control and exclusion (or inclusion):
Peluso and Lund (2011) define land control as “practices that ﬁx or consolidate forms of
access, claiming, and exclusion for some time”. This definition is closely linked to both
concepts of property and access, as land control fixes the claiming of land (rights to benefits
from land), and access to land (ability to benefit from land). Thus, it directs our attention to
examining “how actors able to hold onto the land” on the one hand, and “what are the
institutional and political ramifications of access, claims, and exclusions” on the other hand
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(p. 669). Peluso and Lund (2011) also talk about the ‘new frontiers’ of land control. These
new frontiers, according to them, “are being actively created through struggles involving
varied actors, contexts and dynamics. These created frontiers are…sites where authorities,
sovereignties, and hegemonies of the recent past have been or are currently being
challenged by new enclosures, territorializations, and property regimes” (p. 668). The idea of
a new frontier thus focuses on the historical trajectories of land control.
Since land control fixes the claiming and access to land, it leads some actors to exclusion and
other actors to getting benefits from the land control practices.Hall et al. (2011) define
exclusion as a process that “highlights large-scale and often violent actions in which poor
people are evicted from their land by or on behalf of powerful actors”(p. 4). Hall et al. (2011)
build their idea following the access concept by Ribot and Peluso (2003). Their definition thus
refers not just to the presence or absence of rights but also to the broader array of powers
that prevent people from benefiting from land. However, powers that prevent people from
benefiting also enable other people to benefit from land. In line with this, Hall et al. (2003)
mention four types of power such as regulation, the market, force and legitimation. In the
sense of access, the regulatory power determines who are eligible (and who are not) in
getting benefit from land. The market power determines the access in terms affordability of
actors. The power in the form of force refers to the intimidation and eviction of powerless
actors from land, and extralegal claims and access to land by powerful actors. The power of
legitimation determines the legitimate actors to claim and access to land.
The concept of land control helps in examining who control land and in what ways in the
context of land transformations for the power plant project. For controlling land, the actors
need to have the ability that refers to the presence of power. The four powers approach
described by Hall et al. (2011) apparently helps in understanding the ability and eligibility of
actors in getting benefits from land transformations. It thus helps in exploring who are
benefited (and who are not) from the land transformation in terms of employing what types
of power. For example, the government uses the regulatory power for accumulating land. For
ensuring access to land, the government uses force and mobilizes the ruling party political
bosses, supporters and mastaans. Besides, the market power limits the access of poor people
to land since the land price has already been hiked. Furthermore, the inconsistent regulation
prepared by the government legitimates the landless poor, shrimp cultivators and
industrial/commercial investors at the same time for claiming the state-owned khas land.
This claiming limits the access of powerless actors from getting benefits from land.
iii) Livelihood consequences:
The conception of livelihood, in this research, goes beyond the conventional definitions of it.
Long (2000) defines livelihood as “the idea of individuals and groups striving to make a living,
attempting to meet their various consumption and economic necessities, coping with
uncertainties, responding to new opportunities, and choosing between different value
positions” (p. 196). This definition puts networks and organizing practices as central to
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livelihoods. Actors form and organize networks for achieving successful command on
livelihoods. Thus, they adapt to the uncertainties and respond to the new opportunities. In
doing so, actors co-operate and contest or conflict with other actors. De Haan and Zoomers
(2005), in this context, argue that livelihoods are organized in arenas of conflicting or cooperating actors.
This conception of livelihoods helps in understanding the consequences of land
transformations for livelihoods and the responses of actors to the transformations in support
of their livelihoods. The land transformations due to the construction of the power plant
affect different actors differently. Thus, people who have the ability to benefit from the
transformations organize networks and mobilize against those who are against the land
transformations, or vice versa. For example, the ruling party political bosses, their supporters,
mastaans and vested interest group benefit from the land transformations. Therefore, they
support each other mutually. On the other hand, the landless poor, the dispossessed
landholders, and the ruling party oppositions protest the transformations for protecting their
livelihoods and/or ensuring their livelihoods.
Scoones (2009) argues that a “livelihoods perspective thus requires, ﬁrst, a basic recognition
of cross-scale dynamic change and, second, a more central place for considerations of
knowledge, power, values and political change” (p. 191). He thus offers to examine the rural
livelihoods in terms of ‘four themes’ such as knowledge, politics, scale, and dynamics. The
theme ‘knowledge’ directs attention to thinking livelihoods beyond the instrumentalist and
evolutionary framings of livelihoods. The instrumentalist view sometimes obscures the rights,
justice and struggle of actors for equality. On the other hand, the evolutionary framing of
livelihood sees the transition of livelihoods through the support of the market, technology,
support institutions and policies. The theme ‘politics’ is central to the livelihood analysis. This
theme necessarily encompasses the question of power, politics and institutions. Institutions
refer to the rules of the game that govern access through mediating by power relations. This
theme requires looking at both structure and agency and the diverse micro and macro
political processes that define opportunities and constraints. Thus, it focuses on “how
different people gain access to assets for the pursuit of livelihoods…The struggle over access
involves both individual efforts and collective action through organized politics, involving
alliances, movement or party politics” (p. 187). The theme ‘scale’ emphasizes the link
between micro with the macro levels. It thus implies that ‘the global’ cannot be separated
from ‘the local’. They both rather are “intimately intertwined through connections linkages,
relations and dynamics between diverse locales” (p. 188). Finally, the theme ‘dynamics’
focuses on the mechanism for dealing with the long terms change. According to Scoones
(2009), “sustainability and resilience thus cannot always emerge through local adaptation in
conditions of extreme vulnerability. Instead, more dramatic reconﬁgurations of livelihoods
may have to occur in response to long-run change” (p. 189).
In the context of this research, the four themes approach by Scoones (2009) helps in
investigating the consequences of land transformations for livelihoods from different angles.
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It thus helps in looking into the micro level consequences for livelihoods in relation to the
macro level. It also helps to explore the role of power, politics and institutions in shaping and
intervening the access of diverse actors to livelihood asset (land).
iv) Response to transformations:
The response of various actors to the changing processes and transformations in the study
area are diverse. This relates to what Hall et al. (2015) call the ‘differentiated impacts’ and
‘variegated political reactions’ to land deals. Hall et. al. (2015) argue that “when land deals hit
the ground, they interact with social groups within the state and in society that are
differentiated along lines of class, gender…and that have historically specific expectations,
aspirations, and traditions of struggle” (p. 468).The idea of variegated political reactions helps
in understanding the diversified responses of actors to the land transformations. It facilitates
understanding of the axis, motives and forms of contestations. For example, local people in
the study area respond to the land transformations in terms of their interests, goals, agenda,
and degree of affectedness. The ruling party political bosses and their supporters along with
mastaans and other vested interest groups respond positively and cooperate with the land
transformations. This actor group not only cooperates with the process but also mobilizes
against the protesting people by means of intimidation, harassment, and threat. They have
the intention to sustain the ruling party, ensure benefits from the project and also from the
land transformations.
On the other hand, there are people who resist the processes involving the dispossessed,
evicted, ruling party opposition, landless poor, labourers class people and the likely to be
impacted people. Two forms of resistance, following the categorization by Hollander &
Einwohner (2004), can be mentioned in the study area: a covert and an overt form of
resistance. The covert resistance involves an everyday form of resistance in which people
resist by keeping their identity invisible. Thus, in the case of this research, poor people
struggle with or resist against the state, corporate landed elites and the politically
connected/interest seeking actors. On the other hand, a “National Committee to Protect Oil
Gas Mineral Resources Power and Ports (NCBD) leads the overt form of resistance at the
national level. Although the local level resistance began regarding the land rights and access
issue, the resistance at the national level focuses on the environment (more precisely the
Sundarbans) issue. This national level environmental issue reversely affects the local level
resistance along with their land rights and access issue. At the local level, the people now also
struggle or resist (against) perceiving the future environmental degradation by the coal ash of
the power plant project as the main issue.
Furthermore, the national level resisting activists bring a new turn in resistance by involving
the new media (social media). The inclusion of social media also involves the more distant
national and transnational actors. This involvement is reminiscent of Castells’ (2012) concept
of a network society.

13

In line with the above discussion, the research intends to use an actor-oriented approach.
Long (2000) states that“An actor-oriented approach must begin with actor-defined issues or
critical events, whether defined by policy makers, researchers, intervening private or public
agents or local actors, and whatever the spatial, institutional and power domains and arenas
implicated” (p. 189-90).
This research considers the actor-oriented approach to be the best-suited lens. Here, actors
have self-defined strategies to respond to property transformation and exclusion,
dispossession, and reallocation of land and other resources. They pursue their livelihoods in
terms of opportunities brought out by changes. If an actor is affected positively s/he supports
the power plant project/land transformations. But, if the actor is affected negatively s/he
resists. Actors confront or interact in a situation that Long (2000) calls an ‘arena’. Arenas can
be perceived as spaces in which contestation between actors and values of different domains
takes place. They are spaces within a single domain where attempts are made to resolve
those conflicts or discrepancies in value interpretation between interests of the actors.
According to Long (2000), “Arenas are social encounters or a series of situations in which
contests over issues, resources, values, and representations take place.…In the process actors
may draw on particular domains to support their interests, aims and dispositions (p. 192).
Different actors perceive the transformations of land rights and access differently. They give
meaning to development based on their perceptions. Therefore, identifying these actors
along with their interests is essential for this research. Actors’ interactions are not neutral but
rather politically oriented in which they exercise power and personal connection in support
of their personal interests and gains. Their actions thus vary in terms of their interests those
lead them to act strategically. For investigating the actors’ interpretations and actions, the
focus on ‘reflexivity’ is necessary. According to Arce and Long (2000), “people’s self
organizing practices can only effectively be grasped if we give close attention to the
recursiveness and reflexivity of social life” (p. 27). The reflexivity helps in understanding not
just the reactions of actors to the land transformations but also their responses and reassembling practices in relation to the transformations.
2.2. Methodology
A) The research design

Case study design: For conducting this research, I followed a qualitative in-depth
ethnographic approach. As part of the ethnographic research, I adopted a case study design
in which the Rampal power plant project is considered as a case. At the local level, data were
collected from villages adjacent to the location of the power plant project. Furthermore, I
interviewed various actors such as local level government officials, local government
representatives, NGO workers, and regional as well as national level environmental activists.
Additionally, I observed the activities of national level environmental activists on the ground
and in social media. My main concern, in this context, was to collect data regarding the
power plant project by following the actors. Thus, ‘field’ for the study is not limited to a
14

geographical area, but rather it refers to a situation where actors interact and contest each
other.

Unit of analysis: A case is the object of study. It is the unit of analysis (DeVaus, 2013). Here,
the project is the case in which phenomenon of interest will be researched. However, data
will be collected focusing on the actors involved in this debate; therefore, the actor will be
the unit of study for this research.
B) Operationalization
As mentioned above, the research considers three sub-questions for this study, which are
interlinked and inform each other. In the following, the research operationalizes each subquestion.
The first research question intends to find out the processes of exclusion, reallocation,
dispossession and other transformation of land rights and access. Thus, the research looked
for the physical process (land conversion), regulatory processes (change in regulation
regarding the land use and allocation), the process of dispossession and eviction, and the
change of land rights and access of different actors or actor groups. The research also looked
for how these processes take place due to the land transformation for the power plant and
other commercial/industrial projects. The researcher followed the four powers approach by
Hall et al. (2011) for investigating the role of power that legitimates/enables (or constrains)
the land rights and access of actors. Thus, the researcher examined how regulatory power,
the market, force and legitimation play a role in enabling (or obstructing) the actor from their
rights and access to land in various ways. Regulatory power refers to the formal and informal
rules that govern access and exclusion. Force here refers to the presence of intimidation,
threat, and violent action that evict the powerless landholders and ensures or facilitates
access for the powerful actors. Market power focuses on whether actors have rights and
access to land in terms of affordability. Finally, legitimation refers to how regulatory power
and social practices legitimate actors in claiming land rights that eventually enable (or
constrains) access of actors to land.
The second research question intends to see the impacts on the livelihoods of diverse actors
or actor groups. In this context, the researcher asked how the land control-led exclusionary
processes affect the livelihood of different actors or actor groups, and what are the
consequences. The researcher also asked how the affected actors or actor groups respond to
the livelihood consequences. Following the four themes of Hall et al. (2015), the research
followed livelihoods beyond the conventional approach and asked about the struggle of
actors for their livelihoods in the land changes. The researcher considered politics, power and
the institutions for examining their influence on livelihood consequences. The researcher also
focused on ‘scale’ that is how the local changes are connected to global. Finally, the
researcher examined the ‘dynamics’ that was to see the long-term consequences of the land
changes on livelihoods.
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The third research question focuses on the different positions and mobilizations of the
different actors in the land changes. Thus, the researcher focused on the dynamic forms of
responses of actors such as support for the project, resistance processes and contestation of
the processes and competing actors.
C) Methods and techniques of data collection
For conducting the in-depth ethnographic research, the study pursued the following
methods.

Participant observation: Participant observation puts a researcher where the action is and lets
him/her collect data (Bernard 2011). Following this idea, the researcher thought that the
participant observation method would be the most appropriate to examine the
transformations of land rights and access, livelihood consequences and responses to the
transformations. Following this method, the researcher stayed at the locality, followed the
actors, and observed activities. The researcher also participated in and observed actions by
external actors namely the National Committee to Protect Oil Gas Mineral Resources Power
and Ports (NCBD). Furthermore, the researcher follows the online activities of the resisting
people and check to see the on-line and off-line relationship of resistance.

Interviewing: Interviewing is a verbal technique that is used for obtaining data directly from
the primary source. In this method, the interviewer himself/herself approaches the
informants, puts questions to them, and records their responses. In this research, informal
ethnographic interviews were conducted during participant observation. Later on, in-depth
interviews were done with the respondents and key informants. Here, interviews were made
with the local peoples, pro-project people, locally resisting people, project authority, and
national level environmental activists. Furthermore, if the study finds an important source of
information, then interviews were conducted with them. No questionnaire was used for the
informal interview that gave the researcher liberty to plunge into the researcher problems
closely.
Interacting with the people is always a sensitive issue. For this study, some general strategies
and protocols were maintained, those are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Respect the cultural norms of the people studied
Respect for the person
Letting know the informants what would be done with their provided information
Permission for interview
Listening carefully all the information provided by the informants
Trying to act neutrally for gathering data
Trying to learn from the people
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D) Ethnographic equipment

Jotting/scratch notes: This notebook was maintained to record what the researcher would get
throughout the day. It was applied to record the things that just struck the researcher and
that helped to recall information later on.

Field Notes: Field notes was maintained to record data collected through observation indepth interviews and informal interactions. In doing so, the methodological, descriptive and
analytical notes were maintained. Here, methodological note dealt with techniques in
collecting data; descriptive note contained details of observation and interview data, and
analytic note contained the idea and reflection of the researcher to the events.

The Diary: A personal diary was maintained during the research endeavor for keeping a note
about the personal accounts. The diary included personal planning about the research, which
helped to develop and followed the diary excusals.
E) Data analysis
The analysis is one of the most engaging features of ethnography. It begins from the moment
a researcher selects a problem to study and ends with the last word in the report or
ethnography. Ethnographic analysis is iterative, building on ideas throughout the study. The
analysis includes, but not limited to, the following.

Thinking: The initial stage in analysis involves simple perception. The ethnographer selected
and isolated pieces of information from all the data in the field. The ethnographer’s personal
or approach, together with an assortment of academic theories and models, focused and
limited the scope of enquiry.

Triangulation: Triangulation is basic in ethnographic research. It is the heart of ethnographic
validity, testing one source of information against another to strip away alternative
explanations and prove a hypothesis (Bernard 2011). It was adopted to assess the raw data
for its validity. Data collected from different sources were cross-checked during and after
application of methods.

Key events: Key or focal events that the researcher can use to analyze an entire culture occur
in every social group. For this study, key events could be contestation, peoples’ mobilization,
debate etc. These key events were recorded and analyzed.
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3. Changing lands: land control, land rights and access
3.1. Introduction
The construction of the Rampal Power Plant necessitates a conversion of land use pattern
from shrimp aquaculture pond to an industrial type of land use. This conversion not only
changes the physical features of land but also transforms land rights and access of concerned
actors. Different forms of power, in this context, reorganize the land claims or rights and
access that eventually enable (or constrain) actors in getting benefit from land. Thus, the land
transformations lead some actors to exclusion and other to inclusion. Against this backdrop,
this chapter unfolds land control and the exclusionary (or inclusionary) processes by looking
into the transformations of land rights and access, and the powers of exclusion (or inclusion).
The chapter begins with a short historical overview of land changes in the country and the
study area. The historical trajectories contribute to understanding the exclusionary dynamics.
It also informs the historical emergence of land tenure relations, land control system, and the
land related regulations. The chapter then discusses land control and the various forms of
exclusionary (or inclusionary) processes in terms of land rights and access. This section also
discusses different forms of power those lead actors to exclusion (or inclusion).
3.2. History and context of land changes
This section intends to show the historical trajectories of land tenurial arrangements in the
country. The trajectories are important to understanding land control and the processes of
exclusion (or inclusion) in this research. The historical transformations of land tenures can be
discussed according to the following periods. These periods include first, the ‘ancient period’
that refers to the pre-Muslim period up to 1206 CE 8. Second, the ‘medieval period’ refers to
the Muslim ruling period from 1206 to 1858 CE. Third, the ‘colonial period’ when the British
East Indian Company occupied the power from 1857 to 1947 CE. Finally, there was a big
change in land control and land management from the 1950s (postcolonial period). After
that, there is no big change but a kind of adaptation or amendment to the previous
regulations/systems.
The ancient period:
Most of the indologists argue that the entitlements on land, in the ancient period, were a
combination of both kings and the peasants, in which peasants tilled lands hereditarily and
cultivated on payment of some dues fixed by customs or by the king’s laws. In return, the
king organized irrigation for the peasants and protected them from internal disturbances and
external raiders. The king had the right to impose a tax and could expel peasants from his
holding. However, his power was also limited by customs and religious sanctions.

8

CE refers to the ‘Common Era’ or ‘Current Era’
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In this period, the land was classified into three classes according to its use and fertility.
These are vastu (homestead land), ksetra (ploughland) and khila (cultivable wasteland). Rent
structure varied according to the land types (Islam, 2003).
The medieval period:
In the medieval period, the Sultans and Mughals ruled this region. Although the Sultani
emperors brought some new tenurial terms, they did not change the previous system
drastically. The sultans created an intermediate class called majumdar as land revenue
collectors. However, the majumdars were not perpetual tenureholders, but were engaged
for a term to collect revenue from peasants and to deposit these revenues to the royal
treasury (Islam, 2003).
The Mughal emperors changed the land tenurial system drastically. In general, the state was
considered the sole authority of lands. The government officially engaged zamindar and
talukdar classes with the task to engage in revenue collection. These groups enjoyed
revenue-collecting rights hereditarily. The actual tillers are called raiyats who enjoyed the
hereditary rights in lands. There are two types of raiyats: khudkasta and paikasta raiyats. The
khudkasta raiyats had customary rights in land. On the other hand, paikasta raiyats were
seasonal migratory peasants and had no customary rights on lands (Islam, 2003).
The imperial officers of the Mughal dynasty were often not paid salaries in cash but were
given compensation in the form of jaigir. A Jaigir is comprised of an area allocated to officers,
considering them tenureholders. Jaigirs are like zaminadar or talukdars to whom raiyats
were to pay rent of lands. There were also rent-free lands called lakhiraj usually granted to
learned men, religious devotees and religious institutions. However, theselakhiraj lands were
not transferable (Islam, 2003).
The British Company period:
The British East India Company changed the land tenure system drastically. It also carried out
several experiments on tenurial systems throughout the entire regime. The company
introduced a system in which the highest bidder could cultivate/control lands for five years.
In this process, the traditional landholders, raiyats and others, were dispossessed. After the
failure of this system, the company introduced the Permanent Settlement in 1793. Under this
settlement, the earlier zamindari system was reintroduced with the proprietary rights to the
land of zamindars in which they could transfer their rights in the form of sale, gift, lease etc.
The raiyats were under the zamindars, and were obliged to pay the rent to the zamindars
(Islam 2003). The colonial Regulation (Regulation 17 of 1793) empowered the zamindars. It
included that on the failure of the raiyats to pay the rent, all their movables including
standing crops were made liable to taken back and sale by the landlords without the
intervention of the court (BLAST, 2005).
Beyond these categorical distinctions, there emerged many intermediaries between
zamindars and raiyats in practice. Many zaminadars created perpetual tenures other than
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collecting revenues directly from the raiyats in fear of the Revenue Sale Law (Sunset Law).
According to the Sunset Law, the zamindar would lose his property unless he paid the rent to
the government before the sunset of the deadline. Thus, the zamindar divided his whole
zamindari into numerous plots that were called pattani. Each plot was settled by
tenureholders (are called pattanidar) perpetually having transfer rights. These tenureholders
were liable to pay a fixed amount of rent (Islam, 2003).
In the same period, an intermediate tenure was introduced in the study region of this
research, which was called Hawla Tenure. The tenureholders, called hawladar, held lands of
the zamindars at quit rent and paid salami on a permanent basis. The hawladars brought
peasants to the forest and floodplain area to reclaim lands. These peasants also received
permanent tenurial rights by paying the rent. The hawladars used to invest their capital in
clearing the lands, forest and marshlands.
The emergence of intermediate land tenures significantly affected the land rights of the
raiyats. In response, the raiyats resisted the system, which compelled the government to
enact The Bengal Tenancy Act of 1885. The act categorized the raiyats into 1) occupancy
raiyats and 2) non-occupancy raiyats. An occupancy raiyat refers to who possessed land
consecutively for at least twelve years. This occupancy raiyat could not be evicted and their
rights were transferable. Conversely, non-occupancy raiyat refers to who possessed less than
twelve years, having no transfer right but could not be evicted if he paid the rent accordingly
(Islam, 2003).
Land tenure since 1950:
In 1950, the zamindari system was abolished and The East Bengal State Acquisition and
Tenancy Act of 1950 was enacted. The act created a direct contact between the state and the
raiyats in the revenue collection process. The government became the supreme holder and
the raiyats became the holders of land under the government. The raiyats pay rent to the
government and settlements were settled by the state’s agencies (Islam, 2003).
The government at that time imposed a land ceiling system that determined the maximum
limit of land holding by a family or body. The maximum limit was 100 bighas (33 acres) of
land. After the Liberation of Bangladesh in 1972, the land ceiling system remained the same.
The excess land would vest in the government called khas lands. The then government of
Bangladesh promulgated a land reform law (Presidential Order 135) in 1972 with the
objective of distributing state-owned khas lands ‘for settlement among the poorer classes of
agriculturists’ (Siddiqui, 1981). However, this programme was undermined by the subsequent
modiﬁcations in property rights and allotment rules in 1974 including that ‘households
owning as much as 33.33 acres were made eligible for allotment of state lands’ (Siddiqui,
1981; Adnan, 2013). The enlarged list of eligible allottees facilitates the rich people in getting
an allotment of khas lands at the expense of the poor.
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3.3. Land control and the exclusionary (or inclusionary) processes
The previous section clearly shows the emergence of different land controllers and the
process of land controlling systems. It also shows the various forms of arrangements and
regulations of land distribution. In different periods, the rulers decide on the land
arrangements allowing the actors for land rights or claims. In social practice, the actors often
follow the top-down arrangements, but also create different land tenure practices that codetermine the access of actors to land.
In the study area, the government initiated the land transformations for the power plant
project in the name of development. In doing so, the government accumulated land and
delegated the land rights to the power plant company. In practice (on the ground), many
actors are also involved or actively participate in support of the power plant led land
transformations. Thus, the practices of top-down and bottom-up land control create several
processes those lead actors to exclusion (or inclusion) in deriving benefit from the land
transformations. Those processes include: i) conversion of land, ii) land accumulation, iii)
inconsistent regulation on land use and allocation, and iv) resettlement and urbanization
process. I will discuss each of the processes with trajectory and dynamics in the following.
i) Conversion of land
The first attempt of the exclusionary (or inclusionary) process is the physical transformation
of the land. At the beginning of 2012, the then government of Bangladesh acquired a
significant amount of land for constructing a coal-fired thermal power plant popularly known
as Rampal Power Plant. For this purpose, the government acquired the shrimp aquaculture
ponds (ghers) and filled them with sand. Moreover, this power plant project plays a
pioneering role in the industrial type 9 of development by inviting many
national/transnational entrepreneurs for investing in the government’s declared
development model. Following the development model, these national and transnational
actors actively participate in land conversion. In doing so, both government and other
entrepreneurs have changed the previous land use pattern (shrimp aquaculture) by replacing
it with a new mode of industry-based land use. History tells us that this shrimp cultivation has
also replaced crop production in the study area (since the 1980s). Thus, there were two big
shifts in land use: from crop production to shrimp culture, and from shrimp culture to
industrial type land use. The trajectory of land changes is an important element for this
research since land conversion challenges the previous land control system and necessarily
reorganizes the land rights and access.
Considering the crop production to shrimp culture, the area witnessed a rapid change in land
use since the 1980s. The lower part of the study district is located at the bank of the Bay of
Bengal. The Bay of Bengal, although located downstream, sometimes pushed salt water into
9

I call it ‘industrial type’ since all projects are not industrial but rather a mixture of both commercial and
industrial.
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the rivers and canals connected to it. During crop production periods, very few people
cultivated shrimp adjacent to the rivers where salt water was available. However, saline
water entered into the croplands frequently due to the flooding. Additionally, the Indian
government constructed the Farakka Barrage in 1975 at the upstream of the trans-boundary
Ganges River. The barrage was intended to withdraw freshwater that naturally pushed
downstream salt water into the croplands areas. As a result, the intruded salt water was
trapped inside the polder area that was used as shrimp gher experimentally by the local
people. Saline water intrusion increased gradually, thus decreasing the crop production. In
this situation, the then Pakistani governments (Bangladesh was its colony at that time)
experimented with commercial shrimp culture in this area. Later on, the Bangladeshi
government (after the Independence) declared this area a potential shrimp culture zone
officially at the beginning of the 1980s (see Appendix-1A). Initially, both crops and shrimp
were cultivated rotationally (one season for crop production and another season for shrimp
production). But now the farmland in the entire study area has been replaced with
aquaculture ponds. There is no possibility for crop production due to the perennial salt-water
intrusion/retention (see Appendix-1B).
The power plant, along with other industrial/commercial projects, is going to be constructed
in the shrimp cultivation lands, leading to another shift from shrimp aquaculture to an
industrial type of land use. The projects include coal-fired power plant construction,
construction of new road networks, construction of industrial/commercial infrastructures,
and establishing tourist places and associated hotel-motel. As stated earlier, this land
conversion begins with the acquisition/accumulation of 1,834 acres of shrimp aquaculture
ponds (the entire Sapmari Katakhali mouza 10 of the Rampal upazila) for the power plant
project. The acquired land includes 912 acres of the state-owned khas land and the rest (922
acres) of the titled lands. In doing so, the government evicted the landholders who used to
cultivate shrimp or engaged in shrimp production. Being inspired by this, a large national
company called the Orion Group also
occupied lands adjacent to this plant for
constructing a similar type coal-fired power
plant. This new land use brings a huge
investment potential in the study area that
invites many investors to transform the
aquaculture ponds into an industrial area.
Both the Rampal and Orion power plants
have already converted lands. However, the
Photo 1: A signboard of a corporate
other industrial type projects are ongoing. As
group indicating its claim on shrimp gher
part of it, many companies purchased and
grabbed lands, and some are dealing with the landholders and/or dalals (land brokers). I
10

Mouza refers to the lowest administrative area under a union of a upazila
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observed some signboards in the study area indicating land claims under the respective
company (see Photo 1).
In this process, the land in the study area becomes competitive, resulting in higher land
prices. The price hike, on the one hand, inspires the titled landholders to sell land; on the
other hand, it involves the dalals in taking part in the land dealings by adopting various ways
(for example, intimidation, threat, and force). In the case of shrimp cultivation, the actors
were mostly local or regional. However, this new form of land use includes national and
transnational corporate investors. For example, the Rampal power plant project is a joint
venture initiative between Bangladesh and India that is run by a company called BangladeshIndia Friendship Power Plant Company Limited (BIFPCL). There was no such a transnational
investor in the case of shrimp cultivation, but rather local and regional actors took a lead.
Thus, the new initiative brings new actors (and/or new actors bring new initiatives) by
transforming land rights and access and pushing out the earlier actors along with the land
conversion.
ii) Land accumulation
As said earlier, the government of Bangladesh acquired/accumulated both private and khas
lands for constructing the Rampal power plant project. The local government office (Land
Acquisition and Land Office) announces the date for moving of households (in the khas land)
and titled landholders (shrimp cultivators) from the acquired lands. Thus, the
acquisition/accumulation of land dispossessed the landholders. Moreover, the private
investors are also coming in and taking control over lands by means of purchasing from
private holders and grabbing khas land. Their efforts also lead to dispossession.
For understanding the process of dispossession, we need to see first the land dynamics along
with historical trajectories in the study area 11 of the research. The land in the project site 12
and the adjacent area is under the control of several actors involving the state, landless poor,
titled landholders, mastaans, and politically powerful actors. These varied actors have stakes
in the land transformations but impacts and consequences are not the same for all actors.
The following table (Table 1) shows the land dynamics in the project and the adjacent areas.
The land accumulation for the power plant and other industrial/commercial projects
transform the existing land control system and necessarily reorganizes the land rights and
access. This reorganization excludes some actors and includes other in getting benefit from
land and other resources.

11

‘Study area’ refers to the power plant project area and its adjacent area. According to the EIA report (2013),
the study area includes the surrounding area of 10 km radius from the project location.
12
The project site refers to the power plant project area that has been acquired/accumulated.
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Table 1: Land dynamics in the project and adjacent area
Type of socially
practised land

Type-1

Type of officially
recognized land
Khas
Titled
land
land

Under control of
owner
-

Type-2

Under control of
landless poor
√

Type-3

√

√ 13

Under lease and hari
system 16
√

Type-4

Mode of land control
(rights and access)

√

Under grabbing
√

√

Types of power
for land control (or access)

Actor (s)
(who used to control
land)

Actor (s)
(who control/have access to land after
transformations)

- Legal entitlement
- Land purchase
(buying land rights)

- Legal document approved by the
state
- Use political, muscle &economic(the
market) power

Titled owner

i) Company (power plant & other
corporate investors)
ii) Politically powerful actor/mastaans
(enjoy benefit from accumulated land
for the power plant)
iii) Titled owner(adjacent to the power
plant area)
Companies (power plant & other
corporate investors)

- Legal entitlement
- Controlling khas
land without approval

- Regulation for khas land distribution
- Perceive rights to khas land as poor
- Struggle with land grabbers & land
office

i) Allotees 14
ii) Non-allotees 15

- Granting a lease of
khas land
- Taking hari of
privately owned land

- Regulation of khas land distribution
for ‘development’ purpose
- Maintain good relation with land
office- Local practice of hari system
-Use political influence, muscle &
economic (the market) power

i) Rich/large landholder
ii) Politically powerful
people
iii) Absentee landlord
v) Company (shrimp
producer)

Companies (power plant & other
corporate investors)

Grabbing of khas and
privately owned land

- Maintain good relation with the land
office (institutional power)
-Use political influence, muscle &
economic ( the market) power

i) Mastaan
ii) Politically powerful &
rich/large landholder
iii) Absentee landlord
v) Company (shrimp
producer)

i) Companies (power plant & other
corporate investors)
ii) Titled land owner
(selling grabbed land to corporate
investors if the owners have legal
documents)

Source: Field notes 2016
13

Government provides ownership of khas land to the landless poor as (allottee). After getting ownership, the khas land is entitled to the landless poor
Landless people who received a grant of khas (as a owner) land from the government
15
Landless people who enjoy khas land without formal allotment from the government
16
Lease system refers to a process of granting state-owned khas land in terms of fee. Hari is a locally practised system in which private lands are leased out to the shrimp cultivators for a
certain period in terms of rent.
14
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According to the above table, there are two types of officially recognized land such as stateowned khas land and privately owned titled land. However, the study area witnesses four
types of land practices (type 1 to 4) largely. In the practice of land control, the actors adopt
or follow different modes of power. Those include rights-based access to land (for titled
owners), regulatory provision for granting a lease of khas land, local practice of hari system
for shrimp cultivation, and land grabbing by using political, muscle, institutional and financial
(the market) power. However, the land accumulation for the power plant project
dispossesses the landholders/controllers and changes the socially practised land control
system.
The land transformations dispossess small/marginal and large landholders, landless people,
politically powerful actors, mastaans, absentee land controllers, and shrimp producer
companies. Each actor or actor group used to control land in the project site by adopting one
or several processes such as through legal
entitlement, occupying the khas land as
allotee or non-allotee, granting a lease of
khas land for shrimp cultivation, taking hari
of private lands and grabbing khas and
private land (see Table 1).The historical
trajectory tells us that almost all actors
except the landless poor used to cultivate
shrimps in the project site of the power
plant. On the other hand, the landless poor
Photo 2: Tiny hut in the shrimp gher for
people used to work as shrimp farm
staying of shrimp farm workers
labourers in the project area and
sometimes outside of that area. The
absentee landlords include the rich and politically powerful actors usually live in the urban
areas (preferably Khulna city, upazilasadar (upazila headquarter), and other downtown areas
of Khulna and Bagerhat districts, but used to control land by leasing out to the local shrimp
cultivators and/or maintaining shrimp gher as distant cultivators. As distant shrimp
cultivators, they sometimes visit the gher but usually maintain the gher by the recruited
workers who often to stay in a tiny hut constructed in the gher or on the dyke of the gher
(see Photo 2). Out of the total number of landholders/controllers in the project site, 30% are
landless people used to control khas land, 20% are small and marginal holders used to
control owned land (legal entitlement), 20% are medium and 30% are large holders used to
control both owned, khas land and grabbed land (EIA Report, 2013). The power plant project
dispossessed/evicted all of these landholders/land controllers from the project site through
land acquisition/accumulation.
Conversely, the land transformations include several actors who replace the previous actors
in land control system. Thus, the government gives rights and ensures access to the power
plant company for the accumulated land by dispossessing the landholders. Furthermore,
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several corporate investors purchase privately owned land, grant a lease and grab of khas
land for their industrial/commercial projects. They thus dispossess the landholders and enjoy
the rights and access to khas land by depriving of both landless poor and the lease-receiving
shrimp cultivators.
In the following, I will discuss how land accumulation changes the socially practised land
control system, and transforms rights and access to land. For discussion, I will follow the land
types (type 1 to 4) and then discuss the trajectories of land control along with the
transformations rights and access.
The type 1 landholders include those who have legal entitlements. This group comprises of
small/marginal, medium and large landholders. Of them, the large and medium landholders
are usually politically powerful and have good relation with the local land office. This actor
group includes political bosses and politically connected rich shrimp cultivators. At the
beginning of 1980s, this group of large and the medium landholders transformed their
cropland into shrimp gher perceiving the higher return from shrimp. This type of landholders,
especially the large landholders, also increased their farm (gher) size by taking hari/lease of
land (see the case in type 3), grabbing khas and private land (see type 4), and purchasing
titled land. For purchasing land, this actor group often used political influence, muscle and
financial power. Being political bosses or connected, they often used their supporters and
mastaans for inundating (saltwater), intimidating or forcing so that the smallholders were
compelled to sell land to them. In return, this actor group shares financial benefits or offer a
better political position to their supporters/mastaans. Thus, the politically powerful
large/medium landholders increased their land size. The government dispossessed the large
and medium landholders who had land (shrimp gher) in the project site (see the case in Box
5).
On the other hand, the small and marginal landholders have a diverse history of land
conversion into shrimp gher. Some of them transformed cropland deliberately, being
motivated by the high return from shrimp production. Many of them transformed land due
to inundation with saline water by the adjacent greedy shrimp cultivators, politically powerful
actors and mastaans. This research found that a few small and marginal landholders not only
cultivated shrimp in the project area before the land acquisition/accumulation but also used
to live there with their families. For living, some small/marginal holders used to have
homesteads on the titled land, for some on the khas land only without allocation from the
government, and for others on both types of land (homesteads are built on the titled land
but are extended to the khas land later). Conversely, no medium and large landholders used
to live there. The government dispossessed these titled landholders from their lands and
evicted them from their homesteads. In return, the government gave compensations to the
titled landholders in terms of the land acquired for the project. While the large and powerful
landholders received their compensation accordingly, the small/marginal landholders had to
share at least a percentage of the compensated money with the corrupt government officers
(called kanungo) of the Land Acquisition (LA) office of Bagerhat district. The evicted
26

small/marginal landholders (from homesteads and shrimp ghers) tried to buy a new piece of
land for living and restoring livelihoods. However, most of the small/marginal landholders
could not buy land. An important reason is the hike of land price due to the increasing land
purchase by the corporate investors. Furthermore, this actor group does not want to buy
land in its own village, for fear of land accumulation. Therefore, many small/marginal
landholders have migrated to other villages where land is cheaper. The following case (Box 1)
shows the trajectory of a smallholder. It shows that this small landholder had to change his
occupation from crop producer to shrimp cultivator. He could protect his titled land despite
the influence of the mastaans and the politically powerful actors. However, the power plant
project dispossessed him and pushed them to go and live elsewhere. Additionally, he had to
pay about 6% to 7% of the compensation money as a bribe to the corrupt officer of LA office.
Box 1: A case of a small landholder
Mr. Polash Mondal (pseudonym) is a 53 years old smallholder. He used to live on land in the project area
combining of both khas and titled land. Besides, he used to own 1.00 acre of shrimp gher in the project area
that he inherited from his parents.
Before the 1980s, Mr. Mondal was a subsistence farmer and used to cultivate crops and paddy in that titled land
(1.00 acre). In the mid-1980s, he experienced inundation of his land with saline water due to flooding. He along
with other small farmers tried to drain out the saline water but could not since the politically powerful people
and mastaans had already occupied the adjacent khals (canals) through which water was supposed to be
drained out. Gradually, the entire area became a perennial saline water reservoir. Against this situation,
smallholders including he himself confronted the powerful actors and mastaans, but they failed. Later on, he
transformed his land into shrimp gher and started shrimp cultivation. In this process, he transformed himself
from farmer to shrimp cultivator. His entire family including wife, parents and children depend on income from
the shrimp gher.
The land acquisition/accumulation for the power plant project dispossessed him/his family from the titled land
and evicted them from the homestead land. For accumulation, the local land office informed a date to the
landholders for moving out from the land Polash Mondal along with other landholders showed an unwillingness
to move. On a later date, police in cooperation with ruling party political supporters and mastaans attacked
them. After that day, he along with other landholders escaped from the village for fear of arrest and further
attack. After a few months, when he felt safe, he returned to the village but found his house damaged severely
by the mastaans. He along with his family decided to move. Accordingly, he bought a new piece of land of 0.17
acre at the nearby village and built a homestead for living. For his land (under accumulation), he received
compensation but had to pay at least 5% of the compensation money to the LA office (as bribe). Additionally, he
had to go several times to the LA office located at Bagerhat district for collecting the compensation that also
cost at least 1%-2% of the compensated money.

After the dispossession, the government delegated land rights (of accumulated land) to the
power plant company. For ensuring access for the company, the government, the police
force, ruling party political bosses and supporters as well as mastaans worked cooperatively.
Their combined effort facilitated eviction or dispossession. The ruling party entrusted the
political bosses to work in support of the project (or development). Furthermore, this actor
group has the intention to ensure their own benefit from the land transformations.
Therefore, they cooperated with the police force and deployed their supporters and
mastaans. In return, the political bosses, their supporters and mastaans now enjoy the
benefits from the accumulated land. Out of the total accumulated land, about one-third land
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is now used for power plant construction. The remaining two-third land is used for shrimp
cultivation. The research found that the political bosses, their supporters and mastaans
cultivated shrimp in those accumulated lands by either granting a lease (called DCR) or using
political influence. The following case (Box 2) shows a summary of who cultivate shrimp in
the accumulated land and how. It shows that the politically powerful actors in cooperation
with the higher level political bosses, land office and the power plant project authority
control the accumulated land (shrimp gher) and cultivate shrimp. Their political influence,
muscle power and good relation to the land office help them in getting access to land.
Additionally, this actor group actively supports the project, protests the anti-project
mobilization and cooperates with the government’s intention (or development). These roles
legitimate/facilitate their access to the accumulated land.
Box 2: Shrimp cultivation in the accumulated land

17

For the power plant project, the government accumulated a substantial amount of land (1834 acres). Out of the
total accumulated land, about one-third land is used now for power plant project. The project authority stated
that the remaining two-thirds of land will be used gradually as per need. However, the local people argued that
the land office in cooperation with the ruling party political bosses accumulated an excessive amount of land.
Therefore, the ruling party political bosses, ruling party supporters and mastaans cultivate shrimp in the excess
land that is not used for the power plant project yet. The actors include political bosses from national to local
level who are elected representatives from the ruling party. This actor group controls the accumulated land,
sometimes by granting a lease (called DCR) and often using their political influence (without lease grant). In
doing so, they share benefits to the land office, the power plant project authority, higher level political bosses,
ruling party supporters and mastaans. The higher level political bosses, land office and the power plant project
authority ensure the access of this actor group to the accumulated land (shrimp gher). On the other hand, the
ruling party supporters and mastaans help them to protect and cultivate shrimp smoothly. These are the
commercial shrimp cultivators in the locality. One of the shrimp cultivators on the accumulated land is an acting
chairman of a Union Parishad. He also maintains a shrimp gher adjacent to the power plant project area
comprising of about 295 acres of land. While asking to him, he argued that “we helped in getting the land for
the power plant. We prevented the miscreants. In doing so, we followed the order of our (honourable) Member
of Parliament (MP)”. It is apparent that the political power and active role in the land accumulation
legitimates/facilitates their access to the accumulated land.

The construction of the power plant project shows the investment potentiality in this area. As
a result, many national and transnational big companies come in and take part in the
government’s declared development process. Thus, there are many private investors/big
companies who have already purchased lands, while others are searching land. Therefore,
land becomes scarce and competition for land increases; as a consequence, the price is
hiked. As a result, groups of dalals (land brokers) are emerging who make a deal with both
parties (the landholder and the investor). This group comprises of the politically powerful
actors and mastaans. In making a land deal, they often force/intimidate the landholders to
sell land, and sometimes try to persuade them by offering a competitive land price.
Additionally, this actor group propagates that the government will accumulate land for other
projects. The titled landholders prefer the private investors (for selling land) rather than the
government projects since the private investors give them better compensation than the
17

The provided information is a combination of data from different sources.
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government. The fear of land accumulation by the government also inspires them to sell land
to private investors or make a land deal with dalals immediately. Thus, the offer for a
lucrative land price, force/intimidation by the dalals and fear of land accumulation by the
government lead the titled landholders to the process of dispossession. The following case
(Box 3) shows the land control situation by a company. It shows that the company controls
land following several ways of land accumulation. In that process, the company employs
dalals/mastaans for accumulating and getting access to land. Conversely, the
dalals/mastaans cooperate with the company for getting financial benefit (wage) as well as
future hope for employment in the project.
Box 3: Land control by a big company

18

The Orion Power Khulna Limited (OPKL) is a sister concern of the Orion Group. This big company purchased(or
grabbed)about 200 acres of land for constructing a coal-fired power plant nearby the Rampal power plant area.
The land comprises both private and khas. The company has begun land purchase in 2012 at the same time of
the land acquisition for the Rampal power plant project. In doing so, the company gave a nominal land price to
the landholders, received a lease and also grabbed khas land. The owner of this company has a good relation to
the government (or ruling party) that facilitated the company to begin such as a project. For purchasing land,
the company employed several dalals from the local area who used to find out the landholders, persuaded
and/or intimidated them for selling land. The dalals are from the ruling party political actors and mastaans. For
cooperating in land purchase, the company paid them salaries and promised them future employment
opportunities in the power plant project. The dalal class of actors also helped the company in getting access to
land by preventing villagers, resisting actors, or landholders from doing any harm (or reoccupation) to the
purchased land.

Apart from this type of dispossession, there is an apprehension of an ‘everyday form of
dispossession’ due to the negative externalities of the power plant project. The local people
and the resisting activists believe that the coal ash (including both fly and bottom ash) will
affect the local people and livelihoods enormously. The bottom ash of coal will further
decrease soil productivity. The fly ash will pollute water and local vegetation. Furthermore,
coal ash can cause outbreaks of diseases especially waterborne disease due to water
pollution and respiratory diseases due to inhalation of ash mixed toxic air. This belief on
future affectedness brings a fear of this everyday form of dispossession. People believe that
they are to migrate elsewhere if the project continues. The following case (Box 4) shows that
the villagers adjacent to the power plant project live with an uncertainty. They are uncertain
about the future impacts of the power plant project. They know about the severe
environmental damage from the media and national level environmental activism. Therefore,
they often make plans to move elsewhere. However, if the power plant project creates
environmental damage, the villagers will migrate elsewhere.

18

The provided information is a combination of data from different sources.

29

Box 4: Living with uncertainty and planning to leave
Jamal Molla (pseudonym) is a 50 years old smallholder shrimp cultivator. He along with his family lives in a
village adjacent to the power plant project. He owns 1.00 acre of land and cultivates shrimp with his family
labour (he and his son).
After being informed of the land accumulation for the power plant, he along with other villagers protested. They
also cooperated with the villagers of Sapmari Katakhali mouza (where the power plant is going to be
constructed) who were supposed to be dispossessed. Jamal Molla and his fellow villagers at that time thought
that the government would accumulate their land as well. Thus, they protested for protecting their land and
homesteads.
Nowadays, Jamal Molla and his fellow villagers are more concerned about the environment issue. He expressed
disappointment that all villages have to move elsewhere if the power plant project operates. He argued that the
coal ash would destroy his shrimp gher that is located close to the power plant project site. Furthermore, the
villagers will suffer from health problems due to the air and water pollution. Perceiving the uncertainty, he and
other fellow villagers often discuss about migration to elsewhere. While asking how they know about
environmental damage, he stated that the villagers often discuss about the issue. The villagers find information
from the news (electronic and print media) and activism by the national level environmental activists.

The project also dispossessed the landless people (Type-2) who used to live in the khas land
of the project site before the land acquisition/accumulation. This group holds khas land in at
least two ways: first, granting allocation from the government as landless (allotee); and
second, living without any legal documents (non-allotee). There are provisions for khas land
allocation that make both landless poor and the shrimp cultivators eligible for granting. In
practice, the number of khas land allocations is insignificant for the landless poor. Conversely,
the largest portion of khas land is allocated to the politically powerful/big landholders
(shrimp cultivators).Therefore, most of the landless people used to live in the khas land for
generations without legal entitlement. This group of landless people does not cultivate
shrimp but rather engages in shrimp farm labouring and/or shrimp fry collection. They are inmigrated labourers who came here from elsewhere in search of livelihoods. The local land
office and powerful, rich landholders consider the landless poor as dakhaldars (encroacheroccupiers). As a result, the landless poor are in a continuous struggle with the land office, big
landholders, politically powerful actors and mastaans for getting access to the khas land. The
local land office wants to get back the khas land to regain full state control or to lease it out
to the shrimp cultivators, whereas the powerful/big landholders and mastaans want to get a
lease/grab khas land for shrimp farming. Thus, the land office, powerful/big landholders and
mastaans always try to evict the landless poor people from their possession of khas land.
Moreover, the term dakhaldar has a negative connotation meaning ‘illegal occupier’. In this
sense, occupation by landless poor is considered temporary, which justifies their eviction
anytime. The government evicted these landless people from the project site and resettled
some of them in a cluster village at the Foyla bazaar in the same upazila.
Considering the historical trajectory, the landless people are always the first to become the
victims of dispossession in any form of land transformation. During the expansion of shrimp
cultivation (since the 1980s), the government mostly allocated khas land to commercial
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shrimp cultivators, depriving the landless poor of their land rights. Moreover, the powerful
actors and mastaans evicted them from khas land by grabbing. Since this group is officially
considered as ‘occupier-encroacher’, nobody including the government did care about their
rights. In the case of the power plant, the government first considers khas land accumulation.
In line with this, the local political bosses informed the titled holders that khas land would be
taken largely, and the government would take private land only if khas land could not meet
the demand. They did so in fear of mobilization of large and powerful landholders. It implies
that political bosses did not consider the landless poor as a political factor. Another
important reason of khas land accumulation is that since khas land is considered to be state
land, the government does not allocate compensation for it. In this process, the landless
people do not receive any compensation except from resettlement for a few. Moreover, the
government now grants khas land to the corporate investors who invest in
industrial/commercial projects in the study area. Therefore, the landless poor who live on
khas land in the study area (particularly as non-allotee) are in a fear of eviction. The following
case (Box 5) shows the trajectory of a resettled poor.
Box 5: A case of a landless poor
Mr. Hassan Ali (pseudonym) is a 58 years old landless poor. In the mid-1990s, he along with his family including
parents and two children migrated to the project site from a nearby village and used to live there until the land
accumulation for the power plant project.
Before the 1980s, Mr. Ali used to own 0.5 acres of agricultural land and used to cultivate crops and paddy in his
village. For additional income, he used to engage in agricultural labouring. In the mid-1980s, outside mastaans
grabbed his land and pushed him out of it. He then filed a court case to the local judge court for regaining
control over his land, however, that court case is still sub judice due to the inertness of treatment of such cases.
For meeting the cost of the court case and for his family, he had to get a loan from a local NGO. However, he
finally had to sell his homestead land for repaying the loan money in the beginning of 1990 and became an
absolute landless.
Being an absolute landless, Mr. Ali along with family migrated to the project area and used to live there in the
khas land, and engaged in shrimp farm labouring since the mid-1990s. His two sons also engaged in shrimp farm
labouring with him, and additionally, his wife made a kitchen garden for supporting the family.
The power plant project evicted them from their homestead land, after which they resettled in the Foyla cluster
village. In the cluster village, they experience various problems such as job uncertainty, accommodation
problems etc. Meanwhile, he tried to sell his grabbed land (since he holds the legal rights of grabbed land) to
the dalal (land broker) as he has the legal document. However, nobody agreed to buy his land since the land is
under the dakhal (control) of that powerful mastaan who has recently been elected as a Union Parishad (UP) 19
member.

The above case study shows that this landless actor group has a previous history of exclusion
in which the mastaans and the politically powerful actors pushed them out to become
landless. Finally, the power plant project pushes them to another form of exclusion by
evicting them from their possession and resettling to an urban area.

19

Union Parishad (UP) refers to the administrative area under the upazila (sub-district).
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The power plant along with other industrial/commercial projects also affects the land
controllers (or socially practised land control system) of Type-3 in the study area. The land
controllers in this type hold land by several means: purchasing lands from the titled owners,
granting a lease of khas lands from the government, and taking land in terms of hari from the
titled owner. This actor group is rich and powerful, and usually employs power for controlling
land. The ways of land controlling by them remind of the earlier historical trajectory of
transformation towards shrimp cultivation. This area became popular for commercial shrimp
cultivation during the 1950s and 1960s. The government included this area officially as
shrimp culture zone in the 1980s. Since then, the above means of land control are continuing
in the study area. Following the shrimp culture zone, the government grants a lease of khas
land to the shrimp cultivators, who are mainly rich landholders, politically powerful actors,
absentee landlords and companies. Moreover, they take a lease of titled land following the
hari system in which they pay rent to the landholders. However, the hari receiver arbitrarily
fixes the rate of hari. In most of the cases, they do not pay hari to the landholders regularly,
or if they pay, usually do not give the actual amount of lease money. In this context, if the
landholders encounter them, these powerful actors force or pressure the landholders to sell
land to them. As a result, many small and marginal landholders sell their lands to them. Thus,
this actor group established their shrimp gher and expanded gher size by compelling
small/marginal landholders to sell or give hari of their land.
However, the construction of the power plant and other industrial/commercial projects
affect this actor group (or land control practice) in various forms. The land transformations
change the hari system. In the hari system, the owner controls the land right (since s/he is
entitled to land in terms of legal documents) and delegates access to the hari receivers in
terms of rent. Under this system, the hari receivers are not allowed to convert land but to
cultivate shrimp. However, the land use for the industrial/commercial projects requires the
land conversion. As a result, the corporate investors prefer to buy land instead of taking hari.
For the similar reason, the landholders prefer to sell land instead of giving hari. Thus, the
landowners lose their rights to land and the hari receivers lose their access to land.
Furthermore, the land transformations limit the rights and access for this actor group to khas
land. As described earlier, the government used to grant a lease of khas land to this type of
land controllers for shrimp cultivation. But now, the government prefers the
industrial/commercial investors for granting khas land. In a similar way, the
industrial/commercial investors tend to get access to khas land as trustees for the
government’s declared development. The following case (Box 6) presents the different ways
of controlling land by a large landholder and impacts due to the land transformations. It
shows that the powerful large landholder transformed his own land and, additionally,
expanded the gher size by taking the lease and grabbing both khas and private land. Thus, he
got access to land by means of legal rights, grabbing, taking a lease and hari. However, the
land transformations dispossessed him and constrained his rights and access to land.
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Box 6: A case of a large landholder
Mr. Raju Sarkar (pseudonym) is a 55 years old large landholder. He is also an influential person connected to the
current ruling party politics (local political boss). Mr. Sarkar and his family live in Khulna city. His family used to
own 12.00 acres of land in the project area. Although the land is entitled to his father, he used to cultivate the
land (shrimp gher) and share the benefits with his family/family members.
He used to give the land to bargadar (tenant) farmers for crop production before the 1980s. In return, the
bargadar gave them a portion of paddy. In the mid-1980s, he converted the entire land into shrimp gher and
started commercial shrimp production. The higher cash return from the gher inspired him to expand the gher.
Accordingly, he took a lease of about 2 acres khas land and hari of about 3 acres of private land. Additionally, he
grabbed 4 acres of khas land and 3 acres of private lands. Thus, the total size of his gher was about 24 acres of
land. He earned a significant amount of money from this gher that helped him to become more influential in
that area.
The land accumulation for the power plant construction dispossessed Raju Sarkar from his possession. He
received compensation only for the titled land. The government did not provide compensation to him for khas
land. Besides, the hari-giver landowners received compensation for land after accumulation since the owners
have legal documents. In spite of this, he received compensation money of a smallholder whose land was leased
out to him. In doing so, he submitted a false dalil (legal document of land) of that piece of land to the LA office.

The land controllers of Type-4 include the grabbers of both the khas and private land. Actors
in this category include mastaans, politically powerful actors, absentee landlords and private
companies. The power plant project-led initiative limits their access to (grabbed) land by
transforming land use and land allocation towards industrial purposes. According to the
historical trajectories of land control, these land controllers became dominant by
dispossessing the small/marginal holders and landless people. Of them, mastaans 20 are
always active in land grabbing, although they have changed their roles in time and other
contexts. During the 1950s and 1960s, the mastaans arrived in the study area from the
outside to initiate the commercial shrimp culture. At the beginning, they cleared the
Sundarbans (mangrove forest of Bangladesh) and grabbed khas and private lands for
expanding the shrimp cultivation. In the 1980s, when commercial shrimp cultivation was
officially recognized and subsequently boomed, this group involved in land grabbing process
in many ways: some used to grab lands for self-cultivation, other used to grab for the large
politically powerful actors as hired foot soldiers, and some used to protect the gher of their
bosses. Some of them who became rich and built a good relation with the political bosses
subsequently took part in the local election. Thus, some of them were elected as the local
government representatives (Union Parishad representative). The other mastaans somehow
maintained a good relation with the ruling party for their existence. The involvement of
mastaans in the local politics provides them institutional power that eventually facilitates
their land grabbing or granting a lease of khas land. Over time, their involvement changes
and takes on various forms. Most of them now work as hired foot soldiers for the powerful
shrimp cultivators or political bosses. However, the power plant project decreases their mode
of involvement in the land grab process but, conversely, involves them in a different way.
20

I could not interview mastaans. The provided information of this actor group is based on data collected from
interview of local people
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This group of mastaans now is involved in land dealing as dalal (land broker). They often
intimidate the titled landholders not to sell land directly to the private investors. They rather
make a deal with the titled landholder and the investing company, and thus, play a role as an
intermediary group in cooperation with the ruling party of politicians or bosses. On the other
hand, this group also works on behalf of the ruling party political bosses for intimidating or
harassing the resisting people. They also cooperate with the police and the ruling party
interest and inform the police where the resisting people are hiding.
Other than the mastaans, politically powerful actors, absentee landlords, and private
companies (who belong to Type-4) are involved in land grabbing. This actor group used to
grab land by using force and creating negative externalities. They used to apply both muscle
and formal powers to grab land from small and marginal farmers. They often hire mastaans
for grabbing and taking control over grabbed land. Moreover, these actors often control the
connected khals (canals) and, in doing so, they control the saline water intrusion. They thus
inundate the adjacent lands by allowing intrusion of saline water and creating waterlogging.
Thus, in ally they push or force the landholders to sell land to them. However, if the
landholders disagree on sellingtheir land, they grab it with the help of hired mastaans. In the
land transformation for the power plant project, this actor group lost its access to grabbed
land. They thus are to give up khas land to the land office (or to the power plant project) due
to land accumulation. In a similar way, they are to give up private land to the titled
landholders since this actor group has access but no legal right to land. The following case
(Box 7) shows the situation of the grabbed titled land.
Box 7: Selling grabbed land and the reactivation of residual land right
Mr. Mainul Sarker is a petty businessperson having a floating shop in the Rampal upazila sadar. He used to own
1.00 acre of land in the nearby area of the power plant project. Until 1999, he and his two sons used to cultivate
shrimp in that land by converting it into shrimp gher. In late 1998, a group of mastaans hired by a chairman of
his Union Parishad forced him to give his land hari. But he did not agree. On a later day, he found his cultivated
shrimps had died due to poisoning. As a result, he became disappointed and took a loan from a local NGO.
Meanwhile, the hired mastaans of the UP chairman intimidated him to push him into leasing out land to the
chairman, and warned him that the same poisoning in the gher might occur again otherwise.
In late 1999, he agreed to lease out land to the chairman with a verbal agreement. He received the leasing
money in the subsequent seasons. In the meantime, he sent one of his sons to Dhaka city as a garment worker
and himself started vending cosmetics as a floating businessperson to the nearby villages. After a few years, the
UP chairman did not give him money of hari regularly. While asking, the chairman proposed him to sell the land
to him. But he and his family decided not to sell land anyhow. The hired mastaans of the chairman often tried to
grab his dalil (legal document of land) by intimidation, but they could not do so. Although since recently, this UP
chairman is no longer holding the chair of the union parishad, Mainul Sarker could not regain control over land
because of the influential position of the former chairman and the interference of mastaans.
In the power plant project-led development, Mainul Sarker perceived an opportunity for a land sale (since he
still has the legal right or document of land). He then went to many parties for selling it to, but none of them
agreed after hearing that the land is under the control of a former UP chairman. Finally, a dalal (land broker)
who works for a real estate company agreed to make a deal since the real estate company also bought lands of
that UP chairman. However, the dalal offered him a much lower price for the land than the market price arguing
that the land was not under his control (dakhal). He and his family, however, agreed and sold the land. In this
way they finally became dispossessed completely.
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The above case shows that the land grabbers got access to land by means of their political
and muscle power. However, they could not grab the land right. The land transformations
gave him an opportunity to have a right-based access to land. As a result, he sold his land
right to a private investor. In doing so, he lost his land right permanently.
iii) Inconsistent regulation on land use and land allocation
In Bangladesh, inconsistent laws and policies coexist that enable different actors to argue
rights to lands from their own sides. This inconsistency may lead to exclusion and
dispossession on the one hand, and advantage for some people on the other hand. Thus, the
rich and powerful actors get advantage whereas the poor and less powerful people are
deprived of their land. I will discuss such inconsistencies with reference to the power plant
project in the following.
The Land Ministry of Bangladesh is the main authority in deciding on the land use pattern and
land allocation. This ministry prepared the updated Chingri Mohal Policy 21 1992 that defines
the land use pattern and the distribution of khas lands in the study area. According to the
policy, the study area is under the Chingri Mohal (shrimp zone) that promulgates the
transformation of all cultivable lands into aquaculture ponds. In this context, the construction
of coal-fired power plant along with other industrial/commercial projects in the study area is
apparently contradictory to this policy. Since the power plant led development transforms
the land use pattern, the area for shrimp cultivation is decreasing dramatically. Additionally,
the power plant led development also contradicts with the Bangladesh Industrial Policy of
2010 and the Coastal Zone Policy of 2005. These policies show that the local environment
and livelihoods will be given preference in land use and allocation. However, the power plant
itself and other industrial type projects disturb the local livelihoods (shrimp based livelihood)
and are likely to deteriorate the local environment through coal ash discharge.
The inconsistency also creates a puzzle in claiming land rights by actors. It happens in the
case of khas land allocation. It has mentioned in an earlier section that the then government
of Bangladesh included a law (Presidential Order 135) in 1972 that ensures khas land
distribution to the poorer classes of agriculturists. However, that government modified this
law subsequently in 1974, making the large landholders eligible for khas land allotment.
Following this law, the local land office allots land to both groups, but the allotment is unjust.
Field data shows that out of 4,552 landless households in Rampal upazila only 48 households
received agricultural khas land (0.37 acre per household and total 17.76 acres) as allotee in
the last year (Fieldwork, 2016). Although the official record shows an amount of 1578.03
acres of agricultural khas lands available for allotment, the landless people receive an
21

The Chingri Mohal refers to shrimp area (Chingri means shrimp and Mohal means area). The Land Ministry of
Bangladesh prepared this policy in 1992 for the expansion and management of land for the improvement of
shrimp production. This policy guides the land allocation and land conversion for shrimp production in the
country.
Web link for policy: file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/Chingri%20Mohal%20Management%20Policy.pdf
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insignificant amount (1.12%). As a result, many landless people settle in the khas land
without allotment as non-allotee. However, the major portion of khas lands (almost 90%) is
under grabbing or leased out to the politically powerful actors for shrimp culture (Fieldwork,
2016; Upazila Website, 2016). Thus, all actors including the landless, mastaans, powerful land
controller and rich landholders have stakes in khas land. Therefore, all parties together
protested the project at the beginning.
This inconsistent regulation on khas land distribution creates a dilemma in the land
accumulation for the power plant project. As mentioned earlier, the titled landholders did
not want to give land for the project. Therefore, the local political leader promised to them
khas land allocation only. Moreover, the government has policy preference of khas land
accumulation. However, in practice, the acquired land was a combination of khas land (912
acres, 49.7% of total) and private land (922 acres, 50.03% of total). In this context, landless
people protested the land accumulation since they are to be evicted. On the other hand, the
titled landholders and other land controllers also protested against their dispossession. The
resisting group (mostly titled landholders) argues that if the government uses khas land for
accumulation, there will be no contestation. On the contrary, the project authority argues
that only khas land cannot meet the land demand for the project, according to its design.
Therefore, both khas and private land were accumulated. In this context, the research finds a
number of issues playing a role in the khas land dilemma. First, the resisting people who
demand only khas land accumulation are titled landholders. This group of people does not
acknowledge the right of landless poor to khas lands. They rather consider themselves as
equal to landless poor as citizens of the country. Second, for any project, the government
usually accumulates excess land so that the excess land can be used in future if needed. On
the other hand, local people argued that the land office in cooperation with the ruling party
political bosses accumulated excess land so that they can cultivate shrimp after accumulation
(see the case in Box 2). Third, a number of politically powerful actors grabbed and/or
received a lease of khas lands adjacent to the power plant area. This group negotiated with
the Land Acquisition (LA) office for not acquiring the land (both khas and private) under their
control. Therefore, the LA office demarcated the boundary line for land accumulation by
avoiding this land of the powerful actors. Finally, the LA office preferred private lands rather
than khas land since the government allocates compensation only for private lands. Thus, if
the amount of compensated money is higher, they have a chance of grabbing money from
each titled landholder.
iv)

Resettlement and the urbanization process

The government takes an initiative to resettle the evicted landless people who used to live in
the project site. The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report shows that around 150
households need to be resettled (EIA Report, 2013). Following this statement, the project
authority also claimed that 150 households were resettled (see the project document in
Appendix-2). However, the research finds that only 18 households have actually been
resettled in a cluster village located at Foyla bazaar.
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The research finds that the resettlement program for the project-affected people leads to
another form of exclusion, in which the landless poor are excluded in multiple ways. The term
‘resettlement’ implies the generosity of the government that conceals the rights of landless
poor to khas lands. The government shows the resettlement as an ‘obvious’ by-product of
development. It does not acknowledge that these landless poor are always the victims of
development. The local people, especially the titled landholders, also perceive resettlement
as an opportunity for landless poor people. While asking to the local people, they stated that
“these landless poor are in a good condition, they get a house nearby urban area…what do we
get?…nothing, but lose our source of income.” Moreover, the planner shows the resettlement
as a good initiative and a better compensation.
In practice, the resettlement allows the resettled household to hold a room, not land.
Previously, the landless people occupied a piece of land on which they build a house with
multiple rooms and kitchen garden. Most of the households had ponds with which they met
their domestic water demand. They also enjoyed the freedom to expand their land
occupation for their next generation. In resettlement, they instead are given a room with a
fixed perimeter and with no possibility of expansion. The ownership was also conditional and
subject to the payment fees to the government. Moreover, the resettled location is urban,
which hampers them in getting a job due to the mismatch of their previous experience and
unfamiliarity to the new area. Additionally, they cannot engage in the project activities since
they live far away and have no good communication to the recruiters. Finally and
importantly, the resettlement process appears as an uncertain project to the resettled
people since they have no access to urban khas land. Although the government of
Bangladesh issued the Non-Agricultural Khas Land Policy in 1995, but it does not ensure land
allocation to the landless people (Herrera, 2016; BLAST, 2005). The National Land Use Policy
2011, on the other hand, prioritizes the industries rather than landless households in urban
khas land distribution (GoB, 2011). Furthermore, the powerful actors usually occupy the
urban areas since the land value is higher, which also limits the access of poor people to
urban khas land. Thus, the power plant project led resettlement leads the landless people to
double exclusion: it excludes their possibility of getting agricultural khas land by resettling
them in an urban area, and no policy allows them to get urban khas land.
In line with this, the research finds another possibility of exclusion in the power plant project
led urbanization process in the study area. The government shows a development promise by
dint of urbanization here. As part of it, this area is going to be connected through new road
networks to the nearby urban areas/centers. New investors are coming in with their
initiatives and promises. Thus, the study area is going to be urbanized, leading to
dispossession of landholders. However, the dispossessed landholders who are unable to buy
land have no possibility of holding land in the study area (in future) since there is no practice
of urban khas distribution.
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3.4. Conclusion
The construction of the power plant along with other industrial/commercial projects
transforms the land rights and access in the study area. The research finds several processes
that lead to the transformations of land. The processes include land conversion from shrimp
aquaculture to industrial type land use, land accumulation, priority change in the land use
and allocation, and resettlement as well as urbanization process. The power plant project
begins the transformations of land rights and access by accumulating lands and dispossessing
landholders. Thus, the land accumulation transforms the land rights and access of titled
landowners, landless poor (from khas land), lease receivers of khas land and hari receivers of
private land. Instead, the government delegates the land rights of the accumulated land to
the power plant company. For ensuring access for the power plant company to the
accumulated land, the government deploys the police force and ruling party political bosses.
Thus, the police force, in cooperation with the local level political bosses, their supporters
and hired mastaans evict the landholders from the accumulated land.
In line with this, a number of corporate investors find an investment potentiality in the study
area. Accordingly, these investors purchase titled land and grant a lease of khas land for their
industrial/commercial projects. In this context, the government changes the priority of land
use and land allocation. Thus, the government now opens land use for industrial use rather
than shrimp cultivation. In the similar way, the government tends to grant khas land to the
industrial investors rather than landless poor and shrimp cultivators. This priority change
limits the rights and access of both landless poor and shrimp cultivators to the khas land.
Thus, the transformations of land rights and access change the socially practised land control
system and necessarily exclude some actors and include others.
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4. Changing land control and its consequences for livelihoods
4.1. Introduction
The land is central to local livelihoods that provide the actors with their means of survival.
Land conversion for the power plant project and the subsequent transformation of rights and
access, therefore, interrupt actors’ livelihoods by excluding some and creating opportunities
for others. Thus, the land conversion and transformations of land rights and access
dispossess landholders, limit their access, and hinder a successful command on livelihoods.
Conversely, these transformations bring opportunity for some actors who cooperate, support
and are involved in the transformations processes. Against the situation, the actors respond
in various ways such as protest the processes, collaborate with the government or processes,
migrate, adopt alternative livelihoods option, change occupation and so on. This chapter
intends to explore these diverse forms of consequences on actor’s livelihoods and their
responses. After discussing the consequences, the chapter will discuss the role of power,
politics and institutions in shaping and changing people’s control of their livelihoods and
influencing exclusion (or inclusion).
4.2. Consequences of land transformations for livelihoods
The land transformations affect the livelihoods and livelihoods opportunities for diverse
actors in several ways. The impacts begin with the process of converting land use pattern
(from shrimp aquaculture to industrial/commercial land use) that eventually, pushes
out/limits the shrimp based or other sources of livelihoods. I will discuss the consequences
for livelihoods in the following:
i) Consequences for shrimp cultivators
The land accumulation dispossessed the shrimp cultivators from land/shrimp ghers. The
cultivators used to cultivate shrimp by converting their titled lands, granting a lease of khas
land from the government, taking private lands in terms of hari, or grabbing khas and/or
private lands by using muscle and/or formal power. They developed their knowledge and
skills of shrimp cultivation over the years and networks of production as well as distribution.
This actor group adopted shrimp cultivation as their main source of livelihoods. They earned
a handsome return from shrimp sale. However, the land accumulation dispossessed them not
only from lands/ghers but also from their means of livelihoods. Although the project affected
all shrimp cultivators, consequences were different for each actor group; therefore, their
responses to this process were diverse.
Considering the small/marginal shrimp cultivator, this group used to cultivate shrimp in their
titled land in the power plant project area. Although most of the shrimp cultivators in this
actor group adopted additional livelihoods options (for example, wage labouring), shrimp
cultivation was the main source of their livelihoods: it used to contribute the major portion of
their household income. However, the power plant project closed this means of livelihoods
by dispossessing them from lands/shrimp ghers. This actor group has also a historical
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trajectory of livelihood affectedness in the shrimp cultivation. Since the 1980s, salinity
intrusion has affected this group ever more severely. Some farmers transformed their lands
voluntarily, perceiving the higher cash inflow from shrimp production, but the majority of
them were compelled to change land use due to the inundation of saline water. Most of the
land grabs and enclosures took place in the case of these small/marginal farmers, in which
the politically powerful actors along with mastaans used to grab their lands. The process thus
pushed them either to lease out land under the harisystem or sell out cheaply to the
powerful actors. Farmers who are still cultivating shrimps are under a continuous threat of
enclosure or grabbing. There were many occurrences of violent conflict between grabbers
and small/marginal farmers. As a result, many smallholders sold their lands and migrated to
elsewhere. In spite of these various forms of exclusion and threats of grabbing, the
small/marginal shrimp cultivators used to cultivate shrimps in the power project area before
the land accumulation. However, finally, the land accumulation evicted them from their
livelihoods sources.
As a compensation for the accumulated land, the government provided cash money to the
small/marginal landholders. Although the compensation money was higher than the market
price of the land at that time, many smallholders could not buy land due to the dramatic
increase of land price. Moreover, the landholders were to share the compensation money
with corrupt government officials of the Land Acquisition (LA) office as a bribe. As a result,
the compensation money is not enough to afford the price for the same type and amount of
land elsewhere. Another issue is that the dispossessed shrimp cultivators try to get the same
type of land with the intention to restore their previous mode of livelihoods, but could not
get the same type of land for at least two reasons. First, the landholders adjacent to the
project area intend to sell their land to private investors or dalals (land brokers) rather than
the local shrimp cultivators since they expect a lucrative land price in the competitive market.
Second, the local people perceive that the entire area will be converted into industrial land
use. Therefore, no shrimp cultivators, particularly small/marginal shrimp cultivators, want to
buy land in the study area but rather try to either migrate elsewhere, or change their
occupation, or find an alternative source of income.
Another way of deprivation of small/marginal land losers is their not having the access rights
to the acquired lands or ghers. As described in the previous chapter, the government
acquired land including shrimp gher. Each gher contains cultivated shrimp and/or has the
potentiality of shrimp cultivation until the complete land transformation for the power plant
project. In principle, there is also a preference for the dispossessed landholders to enjoy the
benefits from the acquired land, but in practice the politically powerful people and mastaans
enjoy the acquired gher and shrimp in terms of paying a fee or using political power. As a
result, the small/marginal landholders do not have access to those ghers they used to
cultivate before that land accumulation. The following case (Box 8) reflects the consequences
for livelihoods of this actors group.
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Box 8: A case of a small shrimp cultivator
“I lost my lands, now work for other”
Mr. Jamal Uddin (pseudonym) is a 56 years old shrimp cultivators who used to own 1.00 acre of farmland in the
power plant project. In 1978, farming became his main occupation. He also had some cattle and a tiny poultry
farm. His family used to earn cash money from selling milk and eggs. His wife had grown a flourishing
homestead garden with care and diligence, and they were able to meet their daily nutrition requirements from
it.
In 1984, Jamal Uddin and his family were introduced to brackish water shrimp culture. They cultivated brackish
water shrimps experimentally that year in a ditch adjacent to their household. Initially, they were benefited and
became motivated to begin shrimp cultivation into the farmland in the power plant project area. Until 1988, He
cultivated their lands rotationally i.e. shrimp and crop in two different seasons. Thus, he used to cultivate
shrimp from January to July (higher salinity season), and produce a crop from August to December (low salinity
season). After a few years, he found excessive salinity in his land and also saw the rapid transformation of
adjacent lands into shrimp ghers. He thus converted his entire cropland into shrimp gher.
In spite of various problems of salinity, Jamal Uddin continued shrimp farming in his gher and earned a
livelihood for the family. Later on, he involved his two sons in gher activities and received a loan from a local
NGO. In 2012, the power plant project acquired his land and dispossessed him. He thus lost his only source of
livelihood. He received cash compensation but had to give about 5% of the compensated money to the Land
Acquisition (LA) office without any official receipt. Having no alternative livelihood option, Jamal Uddin
maintains family cost with the compensated money and also continues to repay the loan monthly to the NGO.
He tried to buy land in the adjacent villages but could not afford this since the land price was higher and
moreover, he had already expended a big amount of the compensated money for the family expense and
repaying the loan. On the other hand, since he had cash money, he did not try to get involved in the project
activities. He rather sent one of his sons to Dhaka city for working in the garment. However, his son could not
support the family because of his low salary. Jamal Uddin tried to cultivate the acquired gher at least until the
complete land conversion, but found that gher was under the control of another powerful actor. Thus, he and
his family feel the pinch and now work for other people such as earthwork or shrimp farm labouring in the
adjacent village.

The above case study clearly shows that dispossession from the shrimp gher leads the actor
group to the process of pauperization. In response, this actor group tries to adapt to the
changing situation by exploring and, where possible, adopting multiple livelihood options but
they perceive no hope for livelihood restoration.
The land accumulation has another consequence for the livelihood of this actor group in the
case of inherited lands. Inherited land refers to land that each inheritor receives from his/her
ancestor according to law. In this process, the land is usually distributed among the inheritors
which, in turn, leads to the fragmentation of land. In the case of inherited land, however, the
small/marginal shrimp cultivators usually do not fragment their land but rather construct a
single gher under the joint control of inheritors, or under the control of a senior member of
the family. There are several issues that motivate them to do so. First, they form a joint
family value in which each member shares the family expense. Second, shrimp production
requires higher input cost and in doing so, they share the cost for production. Third, shrimp
production is lower in the case of a small gher. Fourth, land fragmentation for the
construction of a separate gher will necessarily lead to loss of land to be used for the
construction of its dykes. However, the land accumulation for the power plant project
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disrupts these family values and the mode of the jointly earned livelihood system. For the
acquired land, the government provided cash compensation. The cash money, in turn,
changed the motives of the inheritors, in which each inheritor received his/her share of the
money (against the amount of inherited land) rather than constructing a joint venture effort
for the entire family. Whereas each inheritor earns for the joint family and shares family
expenses jointly during the shrimp cultivation, the cash compensation is fully based on a
nuclear family system and makes the people receiving compensation think and act primarily
in terms of the individual (nuclear) family interests. Thus, inheritors become separated as
competitors in the compensation process, which eventually will negatively affect the
livelihood of each inheritor. The worst off are the inheritors’ parents, as nobody wants or can
support them although they have inherited land from their parents. The following case (Box
9) presents such a situation of a jointly managed shrimp gher, the compensation of which led
to livelihood disturbances.
Box 9: A case of jointly cultivated/managed gher
“my children cannot meet their own demand, how they can support us”
Mr. Ratan Sheikh (pseudonym) is a 78 years old household head in a village of the study area. He was born in
1938 in a crop producer family and used to engage in crop production at the age of 15. At the age of 18 years,
he married and lived in a joint family with his parents, brothers and in-laws. All of the family members used to
work in the crop field and contributed to the family expenses.
After the death of his parents, Ratan Sheikh with his wife and 6 children lived in the parents’ house but his
brothers including family members left. He also inherited 6 bighas (2.00 acres) land from his father that is
located in the project area. He and his four sons used to cultivate crops in that land. However, they were to
transform this cropland into shrimp gher in 1982, due to salinity intrusion. In the meantime, his four sons
married and were living in his joint family. He encouraged sons not to live separately but rather work jointly in
the shrimp gher. Thus, all sons including he himself worked in the gher, but he was the decision-maker. In 2000,
he was paralyzed and as a result became dependent on the income of his sons. He distributed land among the
children and advised for working together in the gher. They thus used to manage the gher jointly, although they
have separate entitlements. By working together, they used to contribute to the entire family income.
The land accumulation for the power plant project acquired their lands and gave cash compensation.
Subsequently, the inheritors demanded a share of each, therefore, the eldest brother of them distributed
money to each inheritor accordingly. Of them, only the youngest son now lives with Mr. Ratan Sheikh but the
other three sons became separated. Each now maintains a nuclear family unit with its own income. As a result,
Ratan Sheikh and his wife now depend on the income of their youngest son. Since the income of his youngest
son is not significant, they often experience severe shortages.

The above case is not true for all the cases of inheritance. Some inheritors in the study area
continue cultivating and managing their shrimp ghers jointly, and also share the proceeds of
compensation. The above case study reflects the livelihood consequences of one of such
jointly managed ghers. It shows that the practice of joint land/gher management derived not
only from economic reason but also from a family orientation in which the household head
decides and leads the joint gher/land management. In this context, cash compensation
cannot restore the livelihood, but rather destroys the family pattern and shared sources of
livelihoods to replace it with a nuclear family-based orientation.
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Beyond the above consequences, the land transformations affect the livelihoods of titled
small/marginal landholders adjacent to the project area in a different way. The corporate
search for land (for their industrial/commercial projects) makes the land competitive which,
in turn, increases the land price dramatically. As a result, many titled landholders have
already sold their lands to corporate investors while others are waiting to sell to corporate
investors or to dalals. They perceive that, if the government acquires their land, they will
receive a nominal price. Conversely, if they can sell to a corporate investor, they will receive a
handsome price. Another motive of selling land is the trajectory of deprivation. As discussed
earlier, politically powerful actors controlled their lands by grabbing and/or giving them hari.
In most cases, they did not receive the actual amount of hari or did not get money regularly.
As a result, they consider the recent development initiative as a blessing for their livelihood.
By selling land, they intend to restore their livelihood with the sold money although they
become dispossessed permanently. The following case (Box 10) presents such a consequence
of the land transformations:
Box 10: Land sale and a case of hope and disparity
Mr. Mainul Sarker (pseudonym) is a 52 years old smallholder. He used to own 2.00 acres of lands in two
different plots (each plot size is 1.00 acre). One plot was in the project site and was acquired for the power plant
project; another plot is close to the project site.
Before, the 1980s, Mainul Sarker used to produce vegetables and paddy in both plots. At the end of the 1980s,
he found inundation with saline water in the plot of the power plant project area. He then, being compelled,
transformed that plot into shrimp gher. In the next year, he also experienced saline water inundation in the
other plot. Despite this, he continued crop production in that plot in the low saline season. In the mid-1990s, a
mastaan grabbed this plot (close to the power plant project area) and enclosed it to his adjacent large gher.
Mainul Sarker attempted several times to regain control over land by means of salish (rural court), and tried to
negotiate through the UP 22 representatives but could not. Later on, this mastaan was elected as a UP member,
which added another difficulty in getting the land back.
The power plant project acquired his plot (1.00 acre) in the project area. He thus lost control over both plots
(one was already grabbed and another was acquired for the power plant). He then decided to sell the grabbed
plot of land to a powerful (since he holds the legal rights of the grabbed land) actor of the ruling party.
Accordingly, he communicated with a dalal (land broker) and through him sold land to the politically powerful
actor of the ruling party. The dalal paid him a nominal land price, arguing that the land was not under his dakhal
(control). However, he felt happy that at least he got something. He now starts a small shop in an urban area of
Rampal upazila. He understands that he has no possession other than the homestead land. But he has also no
option/power for getting back the grabbed land.

The above case study shows a source of hope to landholders, in which they at least get a
price for the grabbed land (as a residual land right holder). However, this process of land sale
also reflects a process of dispossession that evicts them from the source of livelihood
permanently. Although land sale dispossesses him, he considers it as an opportunity to begin
his life in an alternative way, based on new livelihood opportunities. For instance, he starts
his small shop with the money received from compensation and from the land sale.
22

Union Parisha (UP) is an administrative area of Bangladesh that refers to the lower unit of upazila.

43

The land transformations also affect livelihoods of the large shrimp cultivators in a way
different from the small/marginal cultivators. The difference lies in the different degrees of
financial solvency, livelihood networks, political and institutional power, and also in the mode
of gher construction by the large shrimp cultivators. This group of shrimp cultivators is rich;
additionally, they themselves involve in politics or have a good connection to the politics as
well as to the government office. This political and institutional connectivity helps them to
continue and expand their gher activities. This group of shrimp cultivators builds their gher in
different modes: converting owned lands into gher, purchasing lands from the titled owners,
granting a lease of khas land from the government, by taking hari of private lands and
grabbing khas as well as private lands by using political, muscle and institutional power. Not
all large cultivators can follow all the above modes in gher construction, but reach rich/large
cultivator follows at least more than one mode. For example, one large cultivator converts his
own land into shrimp gher and expands the area of gher by taking a lease from the
government as well as taking hari from the private owner. If he wants to grab land, either
khas or private, he needs to have a good political and institutional connection. In doing so, he
has to share benefits with the corrupt government officials and the political bosses.
Additionally, he often has to manage mastaans for land grabbing as well as protecting gher
from other politically powerful actors. The power plant project evicts these large cultivators
from their controlled lands. Since the power plant project led development initiates a
different land use pattern, the government does not grant khas land to them now for shrimp
cultivation. Moreover, they are to give up the grabbed khas lands to the government.
Additionally, this group is to give up control over the grabbed private land since the titled
owners tend to sell their land (having residual rights to land) to the private investors. Since
the grabbers have no legal document, they cannot sell the grabbed titled lands. Although this
group loses control over land, they manage their livelihood in alternative ways. Most of them
usually live in an urban area where they control the shrimp supply networks or have an
alternative business. They thus invest the compensation money to the alternative business or
search land in another area for constructing shrimp gher. Additionally, this group also exerts
control over the shrimp gher in the accumulated land, subject to payment of a fee to the
local land office (called DCR) or using political power (without payment of a fee) (see also
cases in Box 2 &8). The following case (Box 11) shows the livelihood consequences of these
land control changes for a large shrimp cultivator. It shows that the large and powerful
shrimp cultivators perceive shrimp production as their identity. This actor group has a place
in society as big shrimp producers, which justifies their social-political position. The position
eventually helps them to have a good command over livelihoods by means of granting a
lease/grab of khas land and of grabbing private land. Due to the change towards an industrial
type of development, this group not only loses its sources of livelihoods but also their ability
to influence or achieve a good command over livelihoods.
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Box 11: A case of a large shrimp cultivator
“Shrimp is our identity”
Mujibor Hawladar (pseudonym) is a 55 years old large shrimp cultivator. He with family lives in Rampal upazila
headquarter. He used to cultivate shrimps in the project area occupying 14.00 acres of land. Out of the occupied
lands, he owns 8.00 acres, encloses 4.00 acres in terms of hari from the private owners, and grants 2.00 acres
khas lands from the government. Other than the project area, he has another shrimp gher in a nearby area
comprising of 6.5 acres of lands. He is currently a full-fledged shrimp cultivator with over 26 years of experience.
In 1974, Mujibor Hawladar had to assume family responsibilities when his father passed away. He continued
agricultural farming, the main source of the family income. He produced over 25 mounds (1 mound=40
kilogram) of Aman paddy per bigha (0.40 acre) each year without any disruption from natural disasters. In the
early 80s, a number of people migrated to his locality and introduced brackish water shrimp culture in the area
for commercial purposes. This activity caused round the year saline water intrusion. Mujibor Hawladar, like
other farmers, observed a trend of decreasing agricultural production as salinity deteriorated the texture and
quality of soil in the area. Subsequently, he started to culture shrimp in a micro scale and received a handsome
return. He became motivated and finally converted all his cultivable land into a shrimp farm in 1986. In 1990,
Mujibor Hawladar enclosed 4.00 acres of private land adjacent to his gher in terms of hari. Additionally, he
enjoyed about 2.0 acres of khas lands adjacent to his gher without any approval of the government, although he
claimed that the government granted the occupied khas land as lease to him later on.
However, the power plant project led land accumulation dispossessed him of the landholding. Although he
received compensation for the titled land, he did not receive any for leased land (both hari and khas). He argues
that the major portion of the total family income used to come from this gher. He thus loses this source of
livelihood. Although he maintains another gher elsewhere, according to him production is lower in that gher.
Furthermore, he apprehends the loss of the remaining gher due to the expansion of industrial development in
the study area.
Mujibor Hawladar argues that the shrimp is a trademark of himself and of the study area. However, he states his
disappointment on this land transformation led by the power plant construction. He argues that the current
land transformation deteriorates his shrimp-based livelihood, which pushes him to consider alternative ways of
living. According to him, if this type of projects continues to expand, then this area will lose its identity and
eventually many people will starve.

ii) Consequences for intermediary actors
The land transformations affect the livelihoods of different intermediary actors who used to
grab/control land not for their own cultivation but rather for their political bosses or powerful
large shrimp cultivators. This group includes the politically powerful actors and mastaans.
The politically powerful actors are those who usually belong to the ruling party and work for
their political bosses. In return, they get remuneration and/or a good position in local politics.
The mastaans, on the other hand, are hired foot soldiers who work for the local rich shrimp
cultivators or political bosses. Both groups engage in land grabbing, and in doing so, they
maintain their livelihoods. The land transformations affect the livelihoods of this actor group
negatively since the industrial/commercial projects are now going to control a significant
portion of both khas and private land. However, the land transformations bring an
opportunity for them by involving in different activities. Thus, this intermediary group now
works as dalal. They contact the titled landholders to make a land deal, sometimes intimidate
them for selling land to them, or propagate the possibility of future land accumulation by the
government. On the other hand, the political bosses of the ruling party engage the mastaans
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and politically powerful actors (mainly political supporters of the ruling party political bosses)
for intimidating the resisting group, or for preventing and suppressing the resisting activists in
their areas. Thus, this actor group sometimes informs the police and political bosses about
who is involved in resistance, and where the resisting people are hiding. By this process, the
land transformations bring an alternative form of involvement for this actor group in their
previous activities (land grabbing, intimidating etc.).
The intermediary actor group also includes those who do not engage in shrimp production
directly but are involved in the shrimp production and supply chain. The land conversion is
likely to affect this chain. Since shrimp cultivation is decreasing, the local shrimp fry collectors
are losing their jobs. The other shrimp fry suppliers also lose an area of their business.
Moreover, shrimp cultivation builds a long supply chain and supply network, involving
intermediaries, stockers, and exporters. There any shrimp processing factories in the nearby
urban areas, where many local people are employed. The land conversion affects the
livelihoods of actors involved in the whole chain of these supply networks. Until now, the
effect is nominal, but if the project led development gains traction, continues full swing, and
expands to adjacent areas, the entire livelihood network will be collapsed.
iii) Consequences for labourer class and landless people
The land transformations affect the livelihoods of labourer class people in various forms. The
labourer class people, in this change, experience both occupational change and uncertainty
in getting a job. In practice, they depend on several sources of income; therefore, they adopt
multiple occupations and multiple sources of income. In the practice of shrimp cultivation,
they engage in shrimp farming for shrimp fry releasing and/or harvesting, and in earthwork
for shrimp farms and/or rural muddy roads. They sometimes also collect shrimp fry from the
local rivers and canals. Furthermore, they sometimes work as migratory labourers in the
urban or other areas. The land conversion for the power plant and other
industrial/commercial projects affect their sources of livelihood by decreasing shrimp
cultivation. They thus lose their occupations directly from gher activities, since shrimp ghers
are going to be transformed into industrial use. Furthermore, a number of labourers working
in the urban shrimp processing factories are likely to become jobless, if the shrimp cultivation
decreases rapidly. Additionally, in the decrease of shrimp cultivation, this actor group will
lose its secondary occupation of shrimp fry collection. The responses of this group are
adaptive in terms of livelihood consequences, due to their experiences of multiple activities.
This labourer class thus tries to find alternative options for livelihoods or find shrimp work in
other areas as migratory workers; some labourers tend to migrate to an urban area as
manual workers. Some of them also engage in the activities of the power plant such as
earthwork, land filling, and construction work. The following case (Box 12) of a labourer
represents the livelihood consequences of labourer class people in the study area:
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Box 12: A case of a labourer
Mr. Forman (pseudonym) is a 51 years old seasonal laborer with no fixed occupation for maintaining his family.
He and his family live close to the project area. There are seven members of his family including his father,
mother, wife and three children. He used to own homestead land and a plot of 0.5 acre agricultural land close to
his house before the 1980s. He used to produce a crop in that plot and his wife produce vegetables in the
kitchen garden. He also engaged in wage labouring along with own cultivation.
In 1986, a mastaan (coming from outside) grabbed his cropland and converted it into shrimp gher. He tried
several times to regain his land right by placing an appeal to the local salish (a village court headed by UP
representatives or locally influential people). The head of the salish (a UP member) suggested him confidentially
to sell that land to him. Although he disagreed initially, but after a few years he communicated with that
member and agreed to sell land. However, the UP member considered this weakness as an opportunity and
therefore, disagreed to buy land, arguing that the dakhalder (grabber) is a powerful person. At that time, Mr.
Forman decided to arrange a marriage for his daughter that required additional money. Therefore, he felt
helpless and requested the UP member to give him at least some money in terms of his land (mortgage/bond).
The UP member then gave him a very little amount of money and in exchange kept the dalil (legal document of
land) of that land. In the next year, Mr. Forman asked the UP member to get back the dalil. But, the UP member
refused -claiming that he bought that land. Later on, Mr. Forman was informed that the UP member sold the
land to the grabber (mastaan).
By losing land, Mr. Forman became a full-fledged labourer and adopted multiple activities involving earthwork,
shrimp farm labouring, seasonal migratory labouring for agricultural, and sometimes shrimp fry collection. His
two children also engaged in labouring activities. However, the power plant project reduces their involvement in
shrimp related activities in the area. They, therefore, tend to work outside as agricultural labourer (in the low
salinity season) and shrimp farm labourer (in the high salinity season). Furthermore, his two children used to
work in the project for earthwork. However, after a recruitment for 1.5 months, the sardar (head of labourers)
terminated both of them, arguing that the subcontractor (superior of the sardar who recruits sardar) has no
more contracts to the project. A half-month wage still remains to be paid.

The above case shows the chronology of a labourer becoming landless. It shows that the
labourer tried to adapt to the land transformations for harnessing his livelihoods throughout
the historical trajectories of change. However, the land transformations led by the power
plant brings another way of exclusion, leading to uncertainty for his livelihoods.
The land transformations also affect the livelihoods of landless poor people. Although
landless people belong to the labourer class (in terms of working type), the consequences of
land transformations for their livelihoods are somewhat different from those of the labourer
class people. In the most cases, labourer class people have at least some homestead land,
but this group is absolute landless having no titled land (homestead or cultivable). This
landless poor group often lives in the khas land, mostly without any approval by the
government (as non-allotee), although a very few of them have been granted an allotment of
khas land by the government (allotee). History tells us that this group migrated to the project
area in search of livelihoods since the 1980s and used to live as non-allotees. The land
accumulation for the power plant project evicted them from their homesteads and also from
the source of livelihoods.
The government resettled some of them (18 households) in an urban area but the context of
resettlement brings another form of shock to their livelihoods. In the resettled urban area,
they cannot use their previous work experience, since there is no such shrimp cultivation in
urban settings. Furthermore, they are new in that area and have no networks and familiar
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faces with whom they can seek work opportunity. This new settlement location thus affects
their livelihood further. The power plant project has a commitment to recruit them in
project-related activities but practically, their involvement is limited. Since they live far away
from the project area, the local political leaders and sardars (heads of labourers who select
labourers) do not recruit them. Additionally, the expenses for food (while working) and the
travel fair from their settlement to the project site (roundtrip) costs about two-thirds of the
wage. Therefore, they are less interested in workingin the project site. The following case
(Box 13) reflects the situation of the landless resettled people:
Box 13: A case of the resettled people
Hurmot Sheikh (pseudonym) is a 63 years labourer. He is an absolute landless: he has no homestead nor
agricultural land. He has a historical trajectory of multiple migrations. His forefathers used to live in Paikgasa
upazila (an upazila under the Khulna district). His father was also landless and used to work as an agricultural
labourer. At the age of 16, when his father passed away, he started working as an agricultural labourer.
During the 1980s, he observed a rapid land conversion from agricultural use to shrimp cultivation. The change
pushed him to adopt multiple occupations such as earthwork, shrimp farm labouring and shrimp fry collection
from the river. In spite of this, he used to be unemployed for at least 5-6 months. His wife also used to
contribute to family income by doing the domestic work of a rich shrimp farmer. Until end of the 1980s, they
used to live on khas land without government allotment. However, a local UP member evicted them from that
land during the expansion of shrimp cultivation. Therefore, they were to settle in khas land on an embankment.
Hurmot Sheikh found it difficult to survive with the nominal wage from shrimp farm labouring. He then decided
to engage in agricultural labouring further. Following the decision, he migrated to Ujalkur union of Rampal
upazila where crop production was still sustaining. First, he arrived himself with the fellow laborers, and later on
he migrated with his entire family and settled in a khas land of Ujalikur union. After a few years, Hurmot Sheikh
perceived the rapid land transformation into shrimp aquaculture in the entire area that inspired him to return
to shrimp farm labouring again. Following the decision, he used to work as a migratory shrimp farm labourer to
the power plant project area. Later on, he along with the entire family migrated to and settled in khas land of
the project area. There he used to work in shrimp labour, earthwork and collection of shrimp fry.
In 2012, Hurmot Sheikh was informed by other people about the land accumulation and the possibility of
eviction due to the construction of the power plant project. Along with other landless neighbors, he resisted the
project and decided not to move elsewhere. However, the ruling party political actors and mastaans (thugs)
intimidated them not to get involved in resistance. Later on, he received a room in a Foyla cluster village and
moved with his family as part of resettlement.
In the resettled village, Hurmot Sheikh tried to get involved in a job, but nobody engaged him in work. According
to him, “nobody knows about us, so why they will give us a job, why they can trust us”. He argues that all
resettled people have experienced the same. He also says that “we tried to get involved in project activities, but
since we are non-factors in the local election (as we do not belong to that union), the UP chairman/member did
not enlist us”.

The above case shows that the landless people have a history of multiple migrations in search
of a home and livelihoods. The power plant project finally evicted them and pushed them out
from the rural area, where they could maintain their livelihood. Although the government
resettled some of them in an urban area, the context of resettled areas brought another
form of livelihood shock. The unfamiliarity with anurban area and the type of work eventually
hinders their livelihoods.
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The livelihood consequences were also found critical in the promise of employment
generation by the power plant project. The government and the project authority argue that
a significant number of local people are employed and will also be employed in the power
plant project. However, the situation on the ground implies a dynamic form of exclusion in
the context of employment. In practice, the power plant company (BIFPCL) engages several
main contractors for a specific task. Later on, the main contractors engage a number of local
level sub-contractors who are mainly politically connected people/mastaans. Subsequently,
the sub-contractors engage several sardars (head of labourers) including their teams of
labourers. In most cases, the sardars are familiar to the sub-contractors and from the same
political alignment as the sub-contractors. As a result, labourers from the same political
alignment are usually recruited. In some cases, the local government representatives (UP
chairman and members) send a list of the potential labourers to the sub-contractors. In the
listing, they prefer their familiar faces and people from the same political alignment. In this
recruitment process, the politically unconnected labourers and people from the ruling party
opposition are deprived of being recruited. The research in the power plant project site finds
that some workers are not from the affected areas, but migrants from elsewhere. Local
people argue that some sardars are not from the affected areas and that, therefore, they
tend to recruit labourers from their own villages. This situation implies that the projects
generate employment for politically powerful actors of the ruling party and mastaans.
The contradiction also emerges in terms of the promise of future employment opportunities
for the local people. This promise leads to asking how many people will be employed, what
types of work they can do, and how long they can work. The answer does not favour the local
labourers, but shows another process of exclusion. The power plant project is a hi-tech
industry that depends on technology rather than labourers. Furthermore, the other
industrial/commercial projects are supposed not to be labour intensive. In this context, since
the local people are not skilled in doing industrial type work, their chance of recruitment is
limited. Furthermore, they can do only earthwork, building construction and waste cleaning
work but these types of work are not always available. It is therefore, anticipated that labour
engagement will not be higher. As a result, the dispossessed and labourers class people
either will remain unemployed or try to get alternative livelihood options for survival.
iv) Consequences for forest resource users
The country’s largest mangrove forest called the Sundarbans is located in the study area. The
forest provides raw materials for wood-based industries. Additionally, it provides non-timber
forest products such as thatching materials, honey, beeswax, fish, crustacean and mollusk
resources. The most prominent occupational group includes Bawals and Mouals. Bawals
refer to those people who collect wood, leaves, and shells; whereas Mouals means honey
and wax collectors. Although the forest provides the aforementioned resources, the Bawals
and Mawals are only allowed to collect a certain type of resources. For example, the
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government now permits the Bawals to collect only golpata (a type of long leaf used as a roof
for a traditional house/hut), and the Mawals to collect only honey.
The consequences on the livelihood of the forest resources extractors mainly derive from the
perception of future risk of the power plant project. The government historically controls the
Sundarbans forest. The local forest office allows the resources extractors into the forest in
terms of paying a fee and for a certain number of days. Although there are many reasons
behind the depletion of the forest, the forest office and the planners always blame the
resource extractor group. As a result, the government has banned resources extraction
several times. It is perceived that the coal ash is likely to deteriorate the forest cover and
pollute the rivers as well as waterbodies. Therefore, the livelihood groups cannot extract
forest resources in future. On the other hand, the resisting group demands the cancellation
of the power plant project with a view to protecting the forest. It is, therefore, perceived that
the government can ban access for forest resource extractors in the future, in the name of
forest conservation. However, this actor group is not sure about the risks, since the power
plant construction is still ongoing. They perceive the risks following the negative conceptions
of local people, and the protesters about environmental pollution. The following case (Box
14) shows the trajectories of a bawal and his perception on the livelihood consequences. It
shows that the government banned access of this actor group several times. Therefore, they
apprehend that if the project creates any form of negative externalities, the government
might ban their access to the forest permanently.
Box 14: A case of a forest resource collector (bawal)
Rahmat Gazi (pseudonym) is a 56 years old bawal. He cannot remember who in his family had first adopted this
occupation as the main source of livelihood. However, he recalls that in 1960, when he was just a young boy, his
grandfather took him to the Sundarbans for the first time. His father was also a bawal, and thus he was raised in
a family engaged mainly in this occupation.
As Bawals, they (Rahmat Gazi and his father) were permitted to collect wood from the Sundarbans before the
1980s. However, in end of the 1980s, the then government first restricted bawals from collecting wood from a
few types of trees such as Goran, Hetal, Bain, Amur and other dried parts of trees. Meanwhile, the fuel crisis
took an acute form due to excessive salinity intrusion and its resulting damage to shrubs/herbs in the mainland.
The wood supplied by bawals helped to meet the increasing demand for fuel. However, in 2007 a very severe
cyclonic storm, namely Sidr, affected the environmental equilibrium of the Sundarbans and damaged its floral
resources drastically. As a result, the government has issued a ban on collecting all types of floral resources
except golpata.
Rahmat Gazi perceived that coal ash from the power plant project might destroy the forest and rivers.
Therefore, no forest resources extractors can earn livelihoods. Furthermore, as the government often bans their
access to forest, they might lose their access permanently in future with the consequences of such
environmental damage.

The above case shows that the government banned access of this actor group several times.
Therefore, they apprehend that if the project creates any form of negative externalities, the
government might ban their access to the forest permanently.
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4.3. Control over livelihoods: the role of power, politics and institutions
The research finds that power, politics and institutions play an important role in controlling
local livelihoods with respect to the transformations of land rights and access. Since
livelihoods are linked to the land transformations, different actors/parties exert power for
shaping the land rights and access in support of their interests.
The selection of the project boundary (for the power plant project) and distribution of cash
compensation (for the dispossessed titled landholders) show the presence of power, politics
and the mediating role of local institutions. The Land Acquisition (LA) office is responsible for
land accumulation and distribution of compensation. In selecting the project boundary, the
LA office includes both private and khas land. In principle, the government prefers khas land
for land accumulation but, in this context, the LA office prefers/includes a significant portion
of private land (50.03%) for at least two reasons. First, there are politically powerful actors
who control khas land adjacent to the power plant project area for harnessing their
livelihoods; therefore, the LA office avoids accumulation of only khas land due to the liaison
of the powerful actors and the LA office. Otherwise, this powerful actor group will lose
control over khas land and livelihoods. Secondly, the government allocates compensation
only for titled private land, not for the khas land. Therefore, the LA office prefers private
lands in the land accumulation since more compensation payment can increase the benefits
for the officials of the LA office. This is found in the distribution of cash compensation to the
titled landholders, in which corrupt officers of the LA office grab a percentage of the
compensation money as bribe from the title landholders. In addition to that, the LA office, in
cooperation with the ruling party political bosses, accumulates an excess amount of land so
that the ruling party political bosses can cultivate shrimp in the excess land (shrimp ghers).
Thus, now they cultivate shrimp in about two-third of the accumulated land and share
benefits with the higher level political bosses from the ruling party, ruling party supporters
and mastaans, local land office and the power plant project authority.
In controlling livelihoods, there is an apparent patronage system across different levels from
local to national to transnational. Thus, the land transformations show the mutual
dependency between India and Bangladesh at the macro level. By delegating land right to the
power plant company (namely NTPC), the (current) Bangladeshi government gives space for
Indian investments (for selling coal, technology, technical assistance etc.). In return, the
ruling party of Bangladesh receives political support and assistance for keeping control over
the state power. In line with this, the ruling party political bosses and their supporters
support the intention of the government, perceiving that if the ruling party is away from
power, they will lose their livelihood opportunities. The government, therefore, directs the
state force (the police), and the local political bosses and their supporters work together for
intimidating and deterring the protesting groups. This pro-project position advantages the
ruling party political bosses and their supporters to achieve their livelihoods successfully in
various ways. Thus, they ensure their livelihoods by cultivating shrimp in the accumulated
land (see above). The main contractors of the power plant project also recruit them as sub51

contractors and sardars (head of the labourers). Additionally, many of them maintain their
livelihoods by engaging inland brokering (dalal) activity.
In contrast, the transformations of land rights and access limit the poor, powerless and
dispossessed people in having a good command over livelihoods. In land selection for the
accumulation, these actor groups lose their sources of livelihoods mostly. They cannot
cultivate shrimp in the accumulated land since the politically powerful actors constrain their
access to shrimp ghers. Furthermore, in the project related activities the recruiters prefer
people from the ruling party alignment that also constrains the anti-project people from
having access to livelihoods.
4.4. Conclusion
The land transformations have various forms of consequences on livelihoods of actors/actor
groups. The land conversion from shrimp aquaculture to industrial use begins the
consequences by closing the livelihood sources for some and bringing opportunities for
others. Thus, the transformations bring negative consequences for small or marginal shrimp
cultivators, landless poor, labourers class people, intermediary actors and female-headed
households. On the other hand, the transformations bring opportunity for the ruling party
political bosses, their supporters, mastaans and corporate investors. Therefore, the
negatively affected actors/actor groups try to find out alternative means of livelihood by
migrating, changing occupation, becoming involved in the project activities (limited) and so
on. Conversely, positively affected actors/actor groups avail of the livelihoods opportunities
by involving themselves in land deals, in project related activities, in shrimp cultivation in the
accumulated land etc. This powerful actor group (from the ruling party) in cooperation with
the institutions exerts power to ensure their livelihoods by shaping the land deals, and
getting access to the accumulated land. There is also an apparent patronage system between
the transnational actor, the government, the ruling party political bosses, local land office
and the power plant project authority. Thus, the achieved benefits are shared between
actors of different levels under the patronage system.
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5. Responses to transformations: support, resistance and contestation
5.1. Introduction
The construction of the Rampal power plant transforms the previous mode of livelihoods by
changing the land use, rights and access of different actors to lands. The consequences of
land changes vary in terms of actors. Therefore, each actor or actor group responds following
his/her own strategy and interests. The research finds diverse responses involving support for
the project, contestation among the actors, and resistance. In doing so, actors employ
various approaches and strategies for arguing their positions. The mobilization is not limited
to the local area, but involves national and transnational actors and their perspectives. Thus,
it turns to a new arena of resistance, involving the social media that eventually attach distant
actors to the mobilization. The shift of mobilization from the local to the national and even
transnational level also changes the motive and agenda, in which environmental concerns
(protection of the Sundarbans) become dominant, at the expense of attention to the locallevel land control issue. This chapter focuses on these dynamic forms of mobilization of
actors/actor groups, including their motives and agendas. It also focuses on the new turn of
mobilization by looking into the role of social media.
5.2. Dynamics of responses
There is a widespread view in the country that the power plant project will destroy the
environment, more precisely the Sundarbans. Based on this environmental concern, the
activists groups protest the project, mobilize people form national and transnational
networks, and take various efforts in support of their resistance. However, the field findings
show a diverse array of opinions and positions of the actors. The mobilization centering the
project can be categorized into three: support, resistance and contestation. This section will
discuss these three modes of mobilization in the following.
a) Support

The research finds many actors who support the project, including the government, the
investors, the ruling party political bosses and supporters, and some landholders. Each group
has its own considerations for supporting the project. The project is a joint venture initiative
between India and Bangladesh as a symbol of friendship. The government shows the project
as an economic pioneer that, through generating ‘sustainable’ electricity, will boost the
regional and national economy. There is a conception among state intellectuals and policy
makers that availability of natural gas in the country is decreasing dramatically. Therefore,
using gas for electricity generation is an unsustainable decision. This idea motivates them to
search alternative energy sources; thus they find coal-based electricity generation a viable
alternative. Whatever the motives, the government takes several efforts to show the benefits
of the project. Those include propagation through mass media and printed leaflets, involving
regional and local political leaders of the ruling party to propagate the positive impacts of the
project, and using state force and local mastaans (thugs) for intimidating the resisting people.
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The ruling party political bosses and their supporters have a strong role in supporting the
processes. The current local Member of Parliament (MP of national Assembly) of the ruling
party plays a pioneering role in this context. He acts on behalf of his party and exaggerates
the economic benefits of the project. In doing so, he attends many seminars and road rallies
to convince the people of project-led development in the region. He is not only involved in
support but also directs his supporters to cooperate with government-initiated development
activities. Accordingly, the supporters of the ruling party tend to motivate people by arguing
the future prospects. They often intimidate the resisting actors, and sometimes cooperate
with state force for evicting or arresting the resisting actors. In return, the supporters receive
extra-legal benefits from the government and the political bosses. They also get a better
position in local and regional politics, which eventually helps them to support their
livelihoods by controlling land and other resources. For example, the supporter who
maintains the interest of the ruling party and participates in the abovementioned activities
(convincing local people, intimidating etc.) can get a better position in the ruling party. This
position helps him to exercise power in land grabbing and land brokering (dalal).
Besides, some local level titled landholders also support the changes. In general, the land
price is increasing in the study area, as many investors and dalals are searching and
purchasing lands. The local land, as they perceived, are unproductive due to excessive
salinity. According to them, the changes revalue their lands by offering a lucrative land price
that, in turn, motivates them to support the project. On the other hand, many small and
marginal landholders also support the project due to their historical trajectories of
deprivation and exclusion. In the practice of shrimp cultivation, these landholders lost their
rights and access to lands due to the enclosure and grabbing by mastaans and politically
powerful actors. They could often lease out land but did not receive the actual amount of
compensation. Many of them were pushed into selling their land cheaply and becoming wage
laborers. This actor group supports the project, arguing that they at least will get a price for
the land. According to them “if the project will not come…we are to sell our lands..and to
migrate…otherwise, we have nothing to survive”. This group argues that land grabbers who
lost grabbed khas and private lands under land accumulation for the power plant project
resist strongly.
However, the support of the landholders varies in terms of their interest. They do not
support the land accumulation by the government, but rather support the land purchase by
corporate investors. They argue that accumulation by the government compels them to be
dispossessed or evicted, whereas the private land purchasers convince them to sell lands by
offering a lucrative land price. In this situation, this actor group intends to sell their land as
soon as possible for avoiding the future land accumulation by the government. According to
them, “we are in fear of more government projects in our area. The government, for its
projects, usually accumulates our land but does not give us proper compensation. The
compensation what the government pay is not sufficient to buy a new piece of land or restore
our livelihoods. Additionally, the government forces us for eviction. Instead, the corporate
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investors give us room for bargaining and pay the lucrative land price. We, therefore, consider
private companies as a blessing for us”.
b) Resistance:
The most widely observed situation against the project is resistance. The resistance, as the
research finds, is diverse in form, scales, actors’ involvement and trajectory. The current
resistance can be categorized into three different forms: an everyday form, an overt form,
and a new media form. The scales are from local to international level. These are discussed in
the following.

An everyday form of resistance:

At the local level, people are struggling with the
transformations of land rights and access every day. Their struggles take several forms. First,
landholders are in a fear of the land acquisition/accumulation by the government; that is, if
the government acquires land they will not receive the actual land price. Additionally, the
compensation money is to be shared with the corrupt government officials of the Land
Acquisition (LA) office. By perceiving this, the titled landholders look for private land
purchasers or dalals for selling land. On the other hand, the landholders who lost their access
to titled land due to grabbing, and who do not receive the actual rent for hari in the practice
of shrimp cultivation tend to sell lands to the corporate investors (since they are residual
owners of land). Another factor of land sale is that the dalals, who are basically mastaans and
politically powerful actors, frequently intimidate the landholders for selling land directly to
them. In line with this, the corporate investors tempt the landholders for land sales by
offering a lucrative land price. Thus, the landholders adjacent to the power plant area
struggle against the land accumulation by the government, involuntary land sale due to the
intimidation by dalals, and the market temptation of lucrative land prices. Besides, the
landholders also struggle for the restoration of their livelihoods by migrating, changing
occupation, adopting alternative livelihood sources after being dispossessed by the land sale.
Second, the shrimp cultivators, shrimp farm labourers and the wage labourers are in a
struggle for searching and protecting their livelihood. The shrimp cultivators who earn their
livelihood from shrimp production are trying to protect their shrimp gher from corporate
grabbing. This group often communicates with the local political bosses and the local land
office about the update of future land accumulation (by the government). They perceive that,
if they are dispossessed, they cannot restore their shrimp-based livelihoods. They cannot buy
land due to the higher land price, unavailability of suitable land where shrimp gher can be
constructed, and unavailability of land in their own area. As a result, they try to protect their
land from sale, despite intimidation and temptation. On the other hand, shrimp farm
labourers and other wage labourers are in a fear of joblessness and occupational change.
They perceive that if the land transformations decrease the shrimp cultivation, they will lose
their jobs and have to look for alternative options or to remain unemployed. In this situation,
many labourers migrate elsewhere by changing their occupation and some are planning to
migrate. Labourers class people also try to engage in the activities of the power plant project.
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However, they are in a struggle to be engaged in project-related work. In recruiting labourers,
the sardars, the subcontractors and the UP representatives usually prefer familiar faces and
people from the ruling party political alignment. As a result, the local labourers are often
deprived of recruiting to the project activities.
Third, the landless people who control khas lands are in a continuous fear of eviction. This
actor group apprehends eviction not only by the government but also by other individual
actors. Historically, powerful actor groups have attention to the khas land since they can grab
this type of land easily. Moreover, the government usually grants khas land to the powerful
and rich actors and, additionally, this actor group can easily evict the landless poor people
from the khas land (since landless poor are vulnerable and powerless). In the land
transformations, the government grants khas land to industrial investors, overlooking both
the shrimp cultivators and landless poor. On the other hand, the dalals and the corporate
investors also search khas land for forceful occupation. In this situation, the landless poor
people are in a position in which they can be easily evicted and forced into migrating
anytime. According to them “we do not want to be evicted frequently...if the government
gives us a place to stay...in a cluster village...we are happy...at least for not to be moved
further.” Conversely, while listening to the plight of the resettled fellows, they become
frustrated, further stating that “we are the people of the government…it can do whatever it
wants”.
Fourth, people of the ruling party opposition are in a continuous fear of harassment, court
cases and arrest. The government and the ruling party supporters label the resisting activity
as an ‘anti-government’ act by the opposition. They argue that the political opponent is
jealous seeing the development success of the government. As a result, the opponent wants
to destabilize the country by this sort of resistance. This labeling justifies the harassment and
intimidation of political opponents by state force aided by its loyal foot soldiers. The research
finds them unwilling to talk about the power plant issue. It is also interesting to see that
many people who usually do not have a political banner but lost lands in the accumulation
and eventually resisted, are also labeled as ‘evil opposition’. As a result, many of them cannot
stay at home for months due to threats of arrest or harassment.
Fifth, there is also a form of resistance derived from the perception of the future risk from
coal ash discharge. Local people apprehend that the power plant project can cause immense
environmental damages. Thus, the ambient air will be toxic, land will be infertile, and water
will be polluted. The polluted air will cause a health hazard. The Infertile land will decrease
the production and in turn, push people to sell land or keep it fallow. By perceiving this
uncertainty, local people are searching land elsewhere for migration. In line with this, the
forest resource collectors also perceive this uncertainty. They argue that “if the environment
of the Sundarbans will get damaged, where can we earn our livelihoods?...the government
has already restricted our access to the forest…we sure…we will not be allowed to the forest in
future.” The future perception of environmental risk pushes them to think about alternative
sources of income.
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The overt form of resistance: The first overt resistance against the power plant project was
seen at the very beginning of the land acquisition. The Land Acquisition (LA) office, after
deciding on the project area, deployed surveyors to demarcate the potential lands needed
for the project. Being informed the news of the land accumulation, thousands of people,
including inhabitants, neighbors and landholders protested, aiming to restrict the entrance of
surveyors. The resisting people gathered at the boundary line of the project area, guarded
their lands for days and stated their unwillingness to move elsewhere. In this mobilization,
landholders and the landless people mobilized together. The main reason for resistance was
the dispossession of both groups from their land. These groups thus communicated with
each other and were committed to jointly continue mobilization. The dispossessed large
shrimp cultivators, in this context, communicated with journalists and outside fellows, to
cooperate with them. The people of the ruling opposition aligned with this group and
supported their mobilization. This group arranged processions, blockaded local roads, and
broke the rural footbridge (made of bamboo). Thus, the resisting group and the police have
confronted each other several times, in which the police used tear gas and rubber bullets
against the resisting people. Conversely, the resisting group threw stones to the police. In a
night after a severe confrontation, the police raided the villages and arrested people
randomly. Moreover, the police placed a court case, accusing unnamed people, which allows
them to include all arrested people in the court case. Perceiving the situation, the other
resisting actors escaped from the locality. At the beginning of this resistance, the supporters
of the ruling party who lost their land also took part in resistance, but later on they detached
gradually, due to their being co-opted with benefits from the party or the government, or
because of threats and persuasion by the political bosses.
Despite the local resistance, the government proved adamant in implementing the project.
The land accumulation and eviction continued, with the help of the state machinery,
mastaans and ruling party supporters. The collective resistance then took diverse forms
including manifestations, rallies, and human chains at the upazila and district. The resisting
people tried to convince other fellows, neighbors and politically aware citizens to support
their protest. However, many resisting people perceived their helplessness against state
power, which made them inactive from resistance gradually. Many of them collect their
compensation money and closed communication with other resisting fellows. Moreover,
some actors who resisted at the beginning now align to the ruling party political interest or
actors. They did so, in fear of the ruling party actors, or having scope of getting benefits, or
having a good connection to the ruling party politicians. In the meantime, the government
evicted the landless poor people and resettled in an urban cluster village. The accumulated
land thus came under state occupation completely. However, a segment of resisting people
did not collect their compensation. One of them was a former leftist political leader, who had
a good communication and relation with national level environmental activists. He rather
placed a writ in the national Supreme Court against the project, with the help of national
level activists. Thus, the local level collective resistance was included in the national level
environmental agenda.
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It is interesting that, although resistance began in terms of the land issue at the local level, it
takes an ‘environmental label’ at the national agenda. The national level environmental
activists, thus, set the Sundarbans issue at the forefront; and tend to increase peoples’
attachment throughout the country by stating that the project will destroy the country’s only
mangrove forest. Many people from distant places support the environmentalist groups and
participate in the collective resistance, which thus includes a widespread involvement. The
environmentalist group incorporates the regional activists and NGOs who are already in a
resisting position against the shrimp culture.
At the national level, an activist group called ‘National Committee to Protect OilGas Mineral
Resources Power and Ports' (NCBD) leads the resistance. This activist group officially called
‘committee’ is a non-government organization. This committee was formed in 1998,
comprising of different leftist politicians and civil society actors. Since then, the committee
mobilizes and protests any decision (with respect to oil, gas, mineral resources, power and
ports) by the government that facilitates the corporate interest at the cost of national
interest. The resistance activities of this group include a long march to the project site,
blockade and human chain at the capital city and Khulna division. In a long march organized
by this activist group, they gathered in the capital city (Dhaka) and marched to the project
site. Many local people participated in the long march along with them. The government, in
response, tried to prevent them throughout the way but after failure, the police beat them
and arrested some of the activists.
The research finds that overt resistance at the local level during was absent at the time of the
fieldwork. There are different views in this regard. The pro-project people argue that the
resisting people finally understand that they are running behind a false argument of
‘environmental damage’. As a result, they deter themselves from getting involved in this
‘anti-development’ activity. Other local people argue that many resisting people perceive
their helplessness against the power of the state and the ruling party bosses and their
supporters, which, in turn, leads them to be inactive. While talking with the resisting people,
they argue that the government undertakes many efforts such as harassment, arrest, torture
and court cases to intimidate and deter them. Therefore, they cannot meet together to
arrange collective resistance. They rather communicate with the local leader over the
telephone or social media and, finally, join to the national level overt (collective) resistance
only.
c) Contestations
The contestations include the face-to-face confrontations, and argumentations and counter
argumentations between actors. At the beginning of the land accumulation, the government
and local political bosses tried to convince the affected landholders and landless people by
showing the future prospects for them and for that region. However, the resisting people
could not trust their arguments. They instead attacked the land surveyors and other
government officials several times while attempting to enter into the acquired lands. In
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response, the government deployed police, mastaans, and the ruling party supporters to
intimidate, harass, and arrest the resisting people. The police placed court cases, accusing
unnamed people; anybody arrested can be included under that court case. Moreover, the
government identifies the resistance as an ‘anti-development’ activity that justifies
harassment, arrest, intimidation and torture.
Local people argue that the government did not take heed of their opinion before the land
accumulation. Rather, the Land Acquisition (LA) office arbitrarily demarcated the boundary
for the project. Thus, the LA office acquires private land other than khas land, intending to
grab the compensation money and making benefits from excess land (accumulated for the
power plant project).Against these allegations, the government and political bosses state that
all the titled landholders knew about the project before the land accumulation. They argue
that LA office tried to acquire khas lands only, but khas lands were not enough to meet the
requirement of the project according to its design. Against the allegation of excess land
accumulation, the land office and power plant project authority argue that there is no access
land. The project authority will use the remaining land gradually as per need for the project.
The research finds in the study area that the people who are living in the closest vicinity of
the power plant project are less involved in the contestations. The people who resist are
living far from the project area. Referring to this context, some people of the project area
argue that “if the project affects the environment, we will be impacted first. But we do not
resist. So, why would people from the other villages resist? By stating this, they indicate that
these people might have the bad intention to undermine the national and local development.
The research finds this group of people to be from the ruling party alignment and, therefore,
they try to establish the agenda of the ruling government. Conversely, the resisting group
argues that the “people who live in the closest vicinity have an insignificant amount of land in
the project area. We have land under acquisition, therefore we resist”. The following cases
(Box 16) present some arguments and counter arguments of pro- and anti- project people.
The case shows that the land loser (the first case of Box 16) has a strong position against the
project. In line with this, the people who live at the closest vicinity of the project (the last
case of Box 16) apprehend the risk of the environmental degradation that eventually
motivates them to resist the project. However, their resistance is covert due to the
intimidation and threat of mastaans and powerful actors. On the contrary, people from the
ruling party alignment and those who have political positions (the second case of Box 15)
usually support the project, in spite of dispossession. Their arguments mimic the arguments
of the government.
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Box 15: Arguments and counter arguments about the project or land transformations
Mr. Shukumar (pseudonym) is a 48 year old shrimp cultivator. He along with his family lives far away from the
project area. He used to own 18 acres of land in the project site from which he earned livelihoods for the family.
The land accumulation dispossessed him. From the beginning of land accumulation, he along with other fellow
shrimp cultivators protested the land accumulation. He has a good connection to the national level leftist
politicians as he involved in the leftist politics during his student life. He is still active in contestations. He argues
that most of the land losers are from the distant villages (e.g. Borni, Chulkati etc.), therefore, they are actively
engaged in the protest. According to him, “the dispossession encourages the land losers to protest the project.
However, we do not think about the land issue now. We want to focus on the Sundarbans issue only”.
Mr. Ronty Das (pseudonym) is a 45 years old shrimp cultivator. He along with his family lives at the closest
vicinity of the project area. He is from the ruling party alignment and an elected Union Parishad member. He
lost a plot of land of 1.00 acre due to the land accumulation. He perceived the land transformations as a
blessing for the area. Thus, he states that the land transformations will develop the area and improve the socioeconomic condition of people. According to Ronty Das, “the people resist the project arguing the environmental
degradation, but how do they sure about it? If there is negative environmental impacts, we first we will be
affected. But, we believe in government’s commitment. We believe that the government cannot do what is
harmful to us or for the country.”
Mr. Abu Salam (pseudonym) is a 42 years old shrimp farm labourer. He lives at the closest vicinity of the project
site. He did not lose land due to the accumulation but feel risk from the environmental deterioration. According
to him, “there are a number of people who feel the same, but are unable to react openly. The hired mastaans
and ruling party actors continuously intimidate or threat us that eventually discourage to get involved or talk
about the negative effects of the project”.

The research finds that the involvement of the diverse actors in the contestation has
decreased over time. This is due to the shifting of goals and interests of concerned actors,
failure in the unity of resisting actors, and harassment by the police, mastaans and ruling
party supporters. Many landholders did not collect the compensation money at the
beginning, rather actively participated in resistance. Over time, they collect compensation,
become inactive in resistance, or shift their alignment. The reasons of inactiveness include
the threats and intimidation by the police, mastaans and other political actors. Some of them
become inactive, being hopeless against the mighty power of the government. However,
some of them shift their position from protest to support and align with the ruling party. This
actor group includes those people who have already been benefited by the political bosses of
the ruling party. Furthermore, the local level resistance has shifted to the national level with
the agenda of environmental protection. At the national level resistance, the ‘trained’
environmental activists become the driving force of resistance that decreases the local level
involvement. Only the local leader and his close fellows were at the center of
communication.
The national level activists show that the resistance is not only a local matter but also
national as well as transnational. According to them, the government opens the country for
the Indian investment flow and thus, the power plant project is just a dumping site of low
graded Indian coal and technology. According to them, the promised development is rather a
‘claim’ that will destroy the local ecosystem, change land use patterns, evict local inhabitants,
and bring an immense plight for the country and the global environment. In response, the
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government makes great efforts to show the necessity and benefits of the project. It thus
argues the possibility of employment generation, regional and national economic
development, and the need for a strong bilateral relation. In doing so, the government
adopts initiatives such as arranging seminars and media telecast, welcoming the resistance
group to observe the project, and conducting monitoring and other studies.
During fieldwork, I attended a seminar arranged for open discussion of the power plant
project. There I observed arguments and counter arguments about the development
promises. In the seminar, the pro-project participants tried to present the development
potentials and the efficiency of technology. In argument, they presented how the use of
‘super critical’ technology will protect the environment from deterioration. In response, the
anti-project participants argued their mistrust on technology and the state’s commitment.
According to the anti-project participants:“We know that the government says many good
things but in implementation, it adopts the typical and the cheapest technology. We guess,
after implementing, the committed (super-critical) technology will not be used or
monitored…coal as committed to be imported from Australia or South Africa...we are certain
that coal will be imported from India, the world’s worst coal.” The research, in this context,
finds the lack of trust is one of the important factors in the contestation.
5.3. New turn in contestations
The contestation regarding the power plant project takes a new turn involving social media.
The resistance group created a facebook page (see Photo 3) named “Sundarbans dhongso
kore Rampal Biddhut Kendra Chaina” (No need for Rampal power plant at the cost of the
Sundarbans). The guiding slogan of this group is “save the Sundarbans, save Bangladesh”. The
objective, as it shows, is “to create global sensitization to Stop the Rampal Coal Power Plant
in the Sundarbans, the world's largest mangrove forest in Bangladesh.” The number of
followers of this page is increasing rapidly. In the time of my proposal writing, the total
number of followers was 20,522 (dated 11 June 2016 at 20:00 GMT); but now it reaches to
123,255 (dated 06 March 2017 at 20:00 GMT). The followers support the resistance by liking
and sharing the posts. Until now, total 113,221 facebook users liked the page, and 13,273
users were talking actively about the page and posts. The page contains total 928 photos and
189 videos (dated 06 March 2017 at 20:00 GMT). All photos carry the message on the
negative impacts of forest degradation, intending to protect the Sundarbans forest. A very
few post also focus on the impacts of coals ash to local people and their livelihoods. The
videos contain songs, news of the movement and documentaries on the Sundarbans
ecosystem.
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Photo 3: The facebook page
Source link: https://www.facebook.com/SaveSundarbans.SaveBangladesh/
This facebook page appears as a platform for communication among the activists and
followers. They update and inform each other about the upcoming events. The
followers/activists attend to the events accordingly and support the motives of the
movements. The people who talk to the forum of this page produce many discourses, argue
for the justification of their movement, and welcome other concerned people to join with
them. The research finds that many popular social media personalities contribute individually
to supporting the resistance. Since the social media forum connects the distant actors, they
now participate in movements physically and financially. Additionally, these distant actors
share ideas with other actors and thus raise the support for the movements.
Discourses:
Closely examining the facebook page, the research finds that the followers and activists
produce many discourses. The discourses tend to present the Sundarbans as equal to the
country. Those imply the message that if the forest does not live, the country will be
destroyed. Many followers express their reactions and post comments inspiring the activists.
As one says, “Carry on, you & we will be successful. Our whole Bengali people are with you”.
Another says, “We are all united to repel this dirty attack on our Sundarbans”. Against the
claim of the government that modern technology will reduce the pollution by controlling air
pass to the Sundarbans, the followers say, “we do not believe in technology, technology
cannot control our life”.
The followers and activists resemble the Sundarbans to their mother, stating that “go back
India, Sundarbans amar maa” (Go back India, the Sundarbans is my mother). The admins of
the facebook group often post news related to the negative effects of coal-based industries.
They sometimes post a symbol of happiness, sharing the news that many international
investors have withdrawn their commitment to providing a loan. They also post the news of
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alternative practices of power generation other than coal worldwide. For example, they post
news related with solar, bio-based, or hydro energy regularly.
The discourses tend to mark the pro-project people as dalals (collaborators). According to
them, “these people are selfish, only know their own interest”. Some called them Mir Jafar 23
or betrayer. To them, “there were many Mir jafar (betrayers) in Bengal, but we will win.” The
government and the pro-project people are their main counterparts. The resisting actors,
therefore, try to convince the pro-project people and involve the distant actors by producing
discourses. In contrast, there are many counter discourses, supporting the project. The ruling
party politicians, the ministers, and several departments of the government are actively
involved in discourse production. Although the pro-project people have no facebook page,
they usually use electronic and print media, and publish posters. The poster and
advertisements contain information on how the power plant project will benefit the country
and the people. It also provides information on how the Sundarbans will be protected by
using modern technology.
Resistance beyond the boundary:
While visiting the facebook page, the research finds that the resistance incorporates the
global community as well as Bangladeshi citizens living in the foreign countries. The resisting
community involves UNESCO, as this organization has declared the forests as World Heritage.
The activists also communicate with the Indian environmentalist groups, seeking their
cooperation in resistance.
The photos uploaded on Facebook show that the international community and people joined
the human chain with Bangladeshi citizens based abroad in their respective countries. They
carried placards, drew the picture of a tiger on their face and body (symbol of the
Sundarbans), and sold souvenirs to raise funds for the movement. Sometimes, the
administrators of the Facebook group share a link that contains a voting arrangement against
the project. By this electronic voting, they tend to assess and show the number of antiproject people (see the photos in the following page).

23

Mir Jafar is a historical character who betrayed with the Mughal emperor and worked for the British
colonialist in the War of Palashi in 1757 CE.
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Photo 4-5: International communities joined to protect the Sundarbans
Source: facebook page
Source link: https://www.facebook.com/SaveSundarbans.SaveBangladesh/
Virtual versus real life resistance:
The research finds that the virtual form of resistance is limited to the capital city-based
environmental activists and leftist politicians. It puts the Sundarbans issue as the top agenda
but rarely mentions the land issue in their agenda. Thus, virtual resistance shifts away from
the local level reality by ignoring the continuous struggle and contestation by local actors. In
doing so, it shifts its position from the main issue of resistance and includes a popular issue of
‘environment’ (precisely the Sundarbans) to which people have an emotional attachment.
The following photographs show such a representation of resistance. They thus show the
romantic views of the Sundarbans, which are likely to be damaged by the coal power plant.
However, only a very few posts and images contain information regarding land issue and
livelihood consequences.

Photo 6-7: Various representations of the environment (the Sundarbans)
Source: Facebook page
Source link: https://www.facebook.com/SaveSundarbans.SaveBangladesh/
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Moreover, leftist politics has the lowest influence in current politics of Bangladesh. They are
mainly organized at the national level, mainly involving national-level intellectuals. Their
resisting activities include seminars, meetings, publications, concerts, and films. In doing so,
the activists are framing the environment and movement in their own way. The research
finds the local people are less (or not) involved in these sorts of activities due to the lack of
connectivity and unfamiliarity with this kind of resistance. Instead, a few local leaders who
have connection to the leftist politics are actively involved in the resistance.
5.4. Conclusion
The mobilization of different actors/actor groups against or supporting the power plant
project takes diverse forms implying the intention and goal of each actor/actor group. Thus,
the mobilization in the study area comprises of three types: support, resist and contest. The
supporting actor groups include the government, the government offices, the progovernment intellectuals, the ruling party and its supporters. The promise for ‘development’
is their main point of argument. In implementing the promised development, this actor group
not only supports the project/processes but also mobilizes forces for deterring or
intimidating the resisting people. The pro-project actor groups thus cooperate with the
police, and they, combining with the politically powerful actor of the ruling party and hired
mastaans, usually intimidate/harass the resisting actors. Conversely, the resisting groups
mobilize support by arguing their deprivation and exclusion from their land and livelihoods.
Thus, their mobilization is not only against the project but also against the project led
exclusionary processes and the negative consequences for livelihoods. The resistance takes
several forms, including an everyday form at the local level, in which local actors struggle
daily with the unjust and the exclusionary situation. It also takes a collective form of
resistance, in which the negatively affected people mobilize together. The resistance, later
on, goes beyond the locality and involves the national and transnational actors. In doing so, it
shifts from the local level agenda to include the popular environmental protection (the
Sundarbans) agenda. Thus, as the resistance is increasingly labeled as environmental, this
loosens the local connection and involvement. At the national and transnational levels, the
resistance takes a new turn, involving the social media in its movement. The involvement of
social media includes many distant actors in support of the movements.
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6. Discussion and Conclusions
6.1. Discussion
This section intends to discuss the research findings in the light of the theoretical and
conceptual framework. Following three sub-questions, I will discuss the findings in three subsections below. The sub-sections include a) land control, property and access, b) livelihoods
consequences, and c) responses to transformations.
a) Land control, property and access:
Following the idea of Franz Benda-Beckmann et al. (2006), the research finds land is a
valuable property object in the study area. With respect to the historical trajectories, land
arrangements have been changed in terms of the interaction between ideologies (for land
arrangements), legal institutions (policy, laws, etc. for regulating and controlling land) and
concretized property relations (actual relations of landholders to land). By looking into the
interactions between these three layers, now I will discuss how land rights (property)
manifest themselves or interact with these layers. I will also discuss how these interactions
affect the land rights and access for different actors due to the land conversion for the power
plant and other industrial/commercial projects.
In principle, the government is considered as the sole legitimate authority for defining and
delegating land rights. Thus, land in the study area is of two types: privately owned titled land
and state-owned khas land. Ideally, individual owners hold rights and obligations to private
land in terms of a legal document (locally called dalil) that they get through inheritance,
purchase or donation. Thus, dalil issued by the land office gives land right to the owner that
in principle enables the access of owner to land. On the other hand, the government holds
rights to khas land and controls through the local land office. Following the layered approach
of Franz von Benda-Beckmann, this officially recognized land categorization belongs to the
categorical legal-institutional layer. Beyond these categories, the research finds several types
of socially practised forms of land control. Those include: permanent transfer of land rights to
land buyers, temporary transfer of land rights (both khas and private land) to the lease
grantor and hari receiver, permanent (khas) land allocation to the landless poor (allotees),
khas land occupation by the landless poor without allocation (non-allotees), and grabbing of
both khas and private land.
The power plant along with other industrial/commercial projects transforms the existing land
rights and access. These transformations, drawing on the idea from Franz von BendaBeckmann (2006), occur through the interaction between ideologies, legal-institutions and
concretized land relations. The government brings a promise for development through the
construction of the Rampal power plant. Following the development promise, a number of
corporate investors also involve in development efforts with their industrial/commercial
projects. This development promise/effort implies ideological shifts (in the ideological layer)
of the government that replaces the previous shrimp cultivation based development
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ideology. This change in ideological layer necessarily affects the legal-institutional as well as
the concretized social relation layer. With respect to the legal-institutional layer, the
government brings a change in the use and allocation of local land. For example, the
government once prepared a policy including this area under Chingri Mohal that allowed
shrimp cultivation only but prohibited land use for industries and other purposes. Now the
government changes the land use pattern by sidelining the previous policy but arguing the
‘sustainable’ land use through industrial/commercial development. The land use for
industrial/commercial purposes is considered ‘sustainable’ since the practice of shrimp
cultivation deteriorates the environment due to the salinity ingress. Following the change in
land use, the government also shifts from its ideology in the distribution of khas land. This
shift brings changes in legal-institutional layer. For example, the government has an ideology
to redistribute khas land to the landless poor as part of poverty eradication. Accordingly, the
government enacted a law (Presidential Order 135 in 1972) legitimizing the landless poor to
hold the right to agricultural khas land. Later on, the government brought an ideological
change to delegate rights of khas land to the rich/big agricultural entrepreneurs for
promoting agriculture (modification of the Presidential Order 135 in 1974). This modification
gives rights of khas land to the shrimp cultivators. However, following the ideology of
industrial/commercial development, the government delegates rights of khas land to the
power plant company. Moreover, the government now prioritizes corporate investors for
allocating khas land. Drawing the idea from Hall et al. (2011), the government here applies
the regulatory power that excludes both the landless poor and shrimp cultivators from their
legitimate rights to khas land.
Moving from this legal-institutional to concretized social practice layer, the research finds
different dynamics in land rights and access in the study area. However, the research finds
that the dynamics of land rights and access in the concretized social relationships layer
inevitably manifests themselves or interacts with other two layers (ideological and legalinstitutional). Thus through the interaction between three layers, the transformations of land
rights and access lead some actors to exclusion and other to inclusion or strengthening of
their position. The land accumulation for the power plant construction dispossesses the
landholders and establishes land rights for the power plant company. This transfer of land
rights does not ensure the access of the power plant company to the accumulated land.
Therefore, the government deploys the police force for evicting the landholders. Thus, the
police, in cooperation with the ruling party political bosses, their supporters and mastaans
evict the landholders that eventually enable the company to get access to the land. Drawing
the idea from Ribot and Peluso (2003), there exists ‘a bundle of power’ that ensures access
for the company to the land. The government, in support of the development ideology,
deploys the police force and directs the ruling party political boss (national level) to work for
the intention of the government. The ruling party political boss accordingly directs the local
bosses to ensure the access for the company and support the land transformations.
Following the guidance, the local bosses cooperate with the police and along with their
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supporters and hired mastaans evict the landholders. This mechanism of access apparently
shows a patronage system in which, the local level ruling party supporters make sure the
power of the local bosses, the local bosses ensure the power of the national level political
boss, the national level bosses ensure the power of the ruling party (to keep control over the
state power). Following this patronage system, the government ensures the access of the
power plant company and in a similar way, implements the development ideology. In return,
all clients receive different types of benefits. For example, the local level political bosses
along with their supporters and mastaans gain economic benefits from the accumulated land
by cultivating shrimp. The local political bosses also share the economic benefits to the land
office, official of the power plant company and to the higher-level political bosses. In some
case, the higher-level political bosses also directly involve in getting economic benefit
through shrimp cultivation in the accumulated land (see case in Box 2). This patronage has
also a translational character that was not seen in the study area before (during shrimp
cultivation). Thus, the current government needs political support from the Indian
government (to keep control the state power) as well; in return, the current government
provides space (land rights and access) for the Indian investment.
With respect to the privately owned land, the development ideology (led by the power plant
and other projects) transforms the socially practised hari system in the concretized social
relation layer. In the study area, there is a customary system of land transfer (locally called
hari) in which landowners transfer conditional and temporary land rights to shrimp
cultivators. This system is conditional since the actual owner transfers rights in terms of rent.
It is also temporary as the hari receiver gets land right for shrimp cultivation for a certain
period. Thus, the land right derived from the hari system enables the hari receiver to get
access to land. In this case, the actual owner holds the residual right to land. As described
before, many corporate investors now purchase titled land for their industrial/commercial
projects. Since the hari system transfers temporary land rights and it does not allow land
conversion, the corporate investors prefers to buy land rather than taking hari. Thus, by
selling land the landowners lose their residual right to land.
There is an example of reactivating residual land rights by the right holders in the case of
grabbed land (in concretized social relation layer) because of land transformations. For
example, many landowners lost their access to land due to grabbing during the shrimp
cultivation. When the corporate investors search land, the residual land right holders (since
they have legal document of land) contact to the corporate investors or dalals. Thus, the
corporate investors or dalals buy the land right from the residual owners.
Beyond purchasing land rights, the corporate investors adopt several ways for getting land
rights and access. Those include: employing and/or maintaining relation with the politically
powerful actors, granting a lease of khas land, and grabbing khas land. The corporate
investors employ some local level politically powerful actors who manage land deals for the
investors. In managing land deal, the politically powerful actors offer lucrative land price, and
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often intimidate the landowners for selling land. On the other hand, the corporate investors
grant a lease or grab khas land. For getting access to leased or grabbed land, the corporate
investors take help from the politically powerful actors. The politically powerful actors, as a
result, evict the landless poor who have occupied khas land without approval by the
government (non-allotees). The land purchase offering lucrative land price implies the idea of
the market power by Hall et al. (2011). In line with this, use of force or coercion for land deal
and land grab implies the idea of ‘force’ by Hall et al. (2011), and the idea by Ribot and Peluso
(2003) of mechanism for ‘illegal access’.
b) Livelihood consequences:
The land conversion and transformations of land rights and access bring diverse
consequences for the livelihoods of actors or actor groups. The consequences comprise of
both opportunities and adversity. The actors or actor groups respond to the changes
strategically to ensure their livelihoods. This eventually leads them to confront each other
and organize against the processes of land transformations. In this context, I will discuss the
livelihood consequences largely following the four themes in livelihood studies discussed by
Scoones (2006).
The framing of the development model in the study area reminds of the theme of
‘knowledge’ by Scoones (2006). The development framing argues that the best utilization of
the salinity-intruded ‘unproductive’ land is for the power plant, along with other industrial
and commercial projects. Thus, the government finds this form of industrial development
worthier than shrimp cultivation-based development, and uses the argument to justify
conversion of land and transformations of rights and access. This development model focuses
on national development and development through the bilateral relations between India and
Bangladesh. It perceives the local costs as an inevitable side-effect of this type of
development. The project-led development initiative, therefore, does not contain any
livelihood restoration plan, but rather invites (or forces) people to adapt to the changing
situation.
As Scoones (2006) explains in the second theme, ‘politics’, power and politics are actively
taking part in shaping livelihoods and consequences of their changes, in terms of access to
opportunities or exclusion from them. The power plant project implies a clientelist relation
(patronage system) between Bangladesh and India on the one hand, and between the
government and the ruling party political bosses/supporters on the other hand. The Indian
government patronages the current government of Bangladesh and, in return, the
Bangladeshi government opens its country for Indian investments. For example, the Indian
power company (NTPC) intends gain economic benefits by selling coal, technology and
technical assistance. On the other hand, the government or ruling party patronages the local
political bosses for sustaining the ruling party into state power by strengthening local party
influence. In a similar way, the local-level ruling party political bosses patronage the ruling
party supporters and mastaans for strengthening their political power and influence in the
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local area. This chain of clientelist relationships, thus, connects actors from the international
level to the local level. The government advantages the ruling party political bosses by giving
extra-legal benefits and political positions. In the similar fashion, the ruling party political
bosses provide different extra-legal benefits for their supporters and collaborators (mastaans
and vested interest actors). For example, with the patronage of the higher-level political
bosses, the local politically powerful actors harness livelihoods by cultivating shrimp in the
accumulated land. In return, the higher-level political bosses receive a percentage of
economic benefit. In line with this, the ruling party supporters and mastaans involve in land
brokering for earning their livelihoods, and in doing so, they often push the titled landholders
for land sale by means of force and intimidation. Moreover, the main contractor of the power
plant project recruits actors from the ruling party as sub-contractors, and these subcontractors recruit sardars (head of labourers) from their same political alignment and/or
their familiar faces. This form of clientelist relation eventually excludes the protesting people,
the powerless landless poor, the small or marginal shrimp cultivators, and actors from the
ruling party opposition from benefiting from the land transformations.
Institutions also play an important role in the ways in which livelihoods are changing and how
these changes have different impacts on different actors or actor groups in terms of changing
access and exclusion. Scoones (2006) defines institutions as the rules of the game that
governs access through the mediation by power relations. As discussed before, the actors or
actor groups who are out of the clientelist networks and relationships have no access to the
benefits brought by land transformations. For example, in selecting land for accumulation,
the Land Acquisition (LA) office accumulates an excess amount of land. Now, the ruling party
political bosses cultivate shrimp in the excess land (about two-thirds of the accumulate land).
The cooperation between institutions such as land office and the power plant authority along
with ruling party political influence enables the ruling party bosses to harness livelihoods
from the accumulated land (shrimp gher). In return, the officials from both institutions
receive a percentage of economic benefit. However, the institutions do not allow the
powerless and poor dispossessed landholders in getting benefits from that land. Besides,
officials of the LA office show biasness in land selection intending to ensure their extra-legal
benefits. For example, the officials prefer private lands since the government allocates cash
compensation only for the privately owned land. As found in the distribution of cash
compensation, the powerless and small or marginal titled landholders are to give a bribe to
the corrupt officials of the LA office. Thus, for ensuring the benefits from the big amount of
allocated cash compensation, the officials of the LA office prefer private land to khas land.
Drawing the idea from Long (2000), this theme implies that the livelihood opportunities are
organized in ruling party political networks. Actors who are involved in ruling party politics
and/or have connection can avail opportunities. In contrast, the anti-project people or
powerless actors have no or limited access to the livelihoods opportunities. Thus, the anti
and pro project actors contest in getting access to livelihoods benefits. However, the political
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influence and institutional cooperation help the pro-project actors in having successful a
command from land transformations.
Following the third theme mentioned by Scoones, ‘scale’, the research finds that the locality
of the research on the power plant (the study area) is connected to the global or national in
terms of capital flows. In the power plant project, the Indian company invests capital,
intending to create a market for selling coal, technology and technical assistance.
Furthermore, the generated power will also be shared proportionately with India.
Considering this, both governments (Indian and Bangladeshi) selected this location for
constructing the power plant project, as it is closest to India and the navigation routes will
facilitate coal transportation from India easily. Whereas the study area did not witness
transnational investments in the practice of shrimp cultivation, the power plant project
connects transnational capital flows into the area.
Following the fourth theme ‘dynamics’ by Scoones (2006), the land transformations and the
conversion of land to industrial/commercial development have long-term impacts on
livelihoods. These long terms impacts might challenge the ‘sustainable’ livelihood
achievement for the concerned actor. In the context of this research, the development
model is going to transform the livelihoods sources permanently by converting land use from
shrimp cultivation to industrial land use. This land conversion will decrease shrimp
cultivation, thus eventually pushing out the shrimp farm labourers, shrimp fry collectors, the
wage labourer working in the urban shrimp factories, and other relevant actors working in
the shrimp value chain from their means of survival. Furthermore, the corporate grabbing
pushes the landholders into dispossession. This, in turn, increases the number of landless
people by adding these newly dispossessed people to the category of existing landless poor
and labourers. However, these development projects might not provide jobs for this
increasing number of landless people. This will eventually lead to the rise of, as Li (2011)
argues, surplus labouror surplus people. On the other hand, the local people are not
technically skilled to work in the hi-tech industries. They can do only manual work such as
earthwork or construction. However, these types of work are not always available. Li (2011)
describes it as a situation in which land is needed but labour is not.
The long-term consequences also include the perception of risk from coal ash discharge by
the power plant that is likely to affect the local livelihoods and access to the forest
(Sundarbans) of the forest resource collectors. Local people perceive that the coal ash might
deteriorate their livelihood further by polluting the environment such as air, water, land and
forest. Thus, the environmental pollution might affect the options for achieving successful
command over livelihoods by diverse actors. Additionally, the coal ash is likely to affect the
country’s largest forest (the Sundarbans), which will eventually limit access of forest resource
collectors in two ways: first, they cannot collect resources, if the forest is deteriorated;
second, the government may ban their access (as they did before), blaming them for the
depletion of the forest. Drawing the idea from Scoones (2009), the land conversion and
transformations might lead to extreme vulnerability in terms of degradation of local
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environment. This vulnerability will inevitably undermine the development promises by
deteriorating livelihoods for longer term.
c) Responses to transformations:
Drawing the idea from Hall et al. (2015), the research finds the land transformations bring
differentiated impacts to diverse actors that eventually lead them to variegated ‘political
reactions from below’. When the land accumulation for the power plant project hits, the
actors react in diverse ways. For example, actors who are from the ruling party and/or
connected to the ruling party support the land transformations. There are a number of
reasons for supporting the transformations such as clientelist relations between the ruling
party actors/supporters and the government, the intention of getting benefits from the land
deals and transformations, and strengthening the political positions of themselves and for
the ruling party. On the contrary, the dispossessed landholders, landless poor and the ruling
party opposition protest the project or land transformations. These diversified reactions,
following the idea of Hall et al. (2015), remind that the reactions from below are not only
resistance but are differentiated reactions in terms of political connection of actors and the
scope of getting benefits from the transformations.
The idea ‘variegated political reactions’ can explain the shifting alliances in contestations. In
the context of the research, for example, the dispossessed landholders protest the land
accumulation cooperatively. However, some actors (connected to the ruling party) change
their position and co-opt with the interest of the ruling party. Besides, there are many actors
who gradually become inactive in the resistance. The social-political differentiations shape
the political reactions to the land transformations. In turn, the political reactions shape the
social-political differentiations. For example, there is an apparent differentiation between
people who support the transformations and who do not. This differentiation increases over
time with respect to getting benefits from the land transformations. Therefore, the proproject and anti-project people have an everyday form of contestation. Thus, drawing on Hall
et al. (2015), the research finds that political reactions have two dimensions in which socialpolitical differentiation shapes the reactions and conversely, reactions shape the socialpolitical differentiations.
Drawing from Hall et al. (2015), the contestations are not limited to the local scale and issues
but rather they find national level environmental allies. For example, the local level resistance
moves to the national level and find an environmental ally namely ‘National Committee to
Protect Oil Gas Mineral Resources Power and Ports' (NCBD). At the national level, the agenda
of contestations has been changed. Thus, the environment issue comes forward that
eventually overrides the local level land issue. Besides, the contestations at the national level
take a new dynamic involving transnational networks and social media. Thus, this dynamic
involvement, following the idea of Castells (2012), connects distant actors to a network
society. The distant actors now support and participate in the contestations. However, the
shift of the contestations from local level to the national level has also a reverse shift. Thus,
the incorporation or propagation of the environment issue at the national agenda increases a
feeling of further dispossession to the local people due to the environmental deterioration.
Local people now react in terms of their apprehension of future environmental deterioration.
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6.2. Conclusion
Land is an important element for rural livelihoods. Therefore, transformations of land rights
access inevitably bring consequences for diverse actors that eventually lead them to
contestations. The land accumulation for the construction of the Rampal power plant begins
the process of land transformations by initiating an industrial type development model. In
turn, a number corporate investors come in and participate to the government’s declared
development model. In doing so, these corporate investors also take control of the local land
leading to transformations of land rights and access further. This industrial type development
model is a shift from previous (commercial) shrimp cultivation based development practice.
This ideological shift necessarily brings changes in state’s policies and priorities. Following the
development model, the government now allows land conversion for industrial/commercial
purposes. Thus, the government accumulates land (shrimp aquaculture ponds) and delegates
land right to the power plant company. Moreover, the government prioritizes in leasing out
of state-owned khas land to the corporate investors. This prioritization is also a shift from the
existing regulation that is to allocate khas land to the landless poor as part of poverty
eradication measure; and on the other hand, grant a lease of khas land to shrimp cultivators
for promoting commercial shrimp production. Thus, the reorganization of khas land
allocation limits the rights of landless poor as well as commercial shrimp cultivators.
This shift and priority change affects the grounded practice of land rights and access. With
respect to the power plant project, the government accumulates both khas and private land
by dispossessing the landholders. However, since the landholders show an unwillingness to
move, the government uses force to evict the landholders. In this process, the vested interest
group such as ruling party political bosses, ruling party supporters and hired mastaans also
cooperate. This cooperation, best expressed as patronage system, ensures the eviction of the
landholders and accelerates the land transformations processes. In this line, the ruling party
political actors, mastaans and local land office co-opt with the interest of the corporate
investors in purchasing privately owned land, and in granting as well as grabbing of khas land.
In doing so, they use their political, muscle, institutional and economic power. Thus, local
land is going to concentrate to a few corporate industrial investors or vested interest groups
that eventually increases the landlessness in the study area.
These land transformations necessarily bring diverse consequences for various actors or
actor groups. The land conversion for industrial type development model changes or is
changing the shrimp based livelihoods. Thus, the dispossessed landholders lose their access
to shrimp gher that in turn, pushes out from their sources of livelihoods. Shrimp farm
labourers lose their jobs and adopt alternative livelihood options such as migration, change
occupation etc. On the contrary, the land transformations bring livelihood opportunities for
ruling party political actors, mastaans and other vested interest groups. Thus, ruling party
political bosses cultivate shrimp in the excess land accumulated for the power plant project
by paying nominal fee or using political influence. In this context, they also shared the earned
economic benefit (from shrimp cultivation) with actors of different level including higherlevel political bosses, lower level supporters and mastaans, local land office and the power
plant project authority. These politically powerful actors also involve in the project activities
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as contractor or sub-contractors. Additionally, this group also involves in land deal for
corporate investors and receives economic benefits. In the diversified consequences, the
poor and powerless actors have no (or limited) access to the sources of livelihoods. On the
contrary, the powerful actors (from ruling party or with the support of ruling party) usually
exploit livelihood opportunities from the power plant project as well as from the land
transformations.
With respect to the diverse consequences, different actors react to the land transformations
following their own strategies and interests. Broadly, the actor groups who gain benefit from
land transformations usually support the project or transformations. On the other hand, the
actor group who lost their land and have no (or limited) access to the sources of livelihoods
protest or show a negative attitude toward the project or transformations. However, actors’
position to support or protest is not always fixed but rather changes in terms of their
interests, mobilization or threat of pro-project actors, and connection to the ruling party
political actors. Thus, some actors become inactive to resistance; and some actors (used to
protest) align to the ruling party interest (in support for the project or transformations).The
local level contestation moves to the national level later on. At the national level, the
contestation shifts from its local agenda (land issue) and prioritizes the environmental (the
Sundarbans) issue. Thus, the national level trained environmental activists now lead the
contestations that in turn, loosen the local-national connection. However, the national level
environmental agenda takes a reverse shift to the local area. As a result, local people now
show their political reactions against the possibility of future environmental deterioration.
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Appendix
Appendix-1A: Present land use pattern in the study area

Source: Land Use: http://www.landzoning.gov.bd/main1/land_use_map.php
[Accessed 13.12.2016]
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Appendix-1B: Land zoning in the study area

Source: Land Zoning: http://www.landzoning.gov.bd/main1/zoning_map.php [Accessed
13.12.2016]
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Appendix-2: The project document

Source: Facebook Page:
[Accessed 9.11.2016]

https://www.facebook.com/SaveSundarbans.SaveBangladesh/
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