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Preface

While studying for a postgraduate diploma in Environment Management, | heard the term
sustainable development for the first time around 1994. The term, at that time, did not seem
out of the ordinary or inspiring. However, during the programme what inspired and
fascinated me were the stories that Prof. Satyesh Chakraborty told us in the guise of taking
classes and delivering lectures.

Working under Dr. Dhrubajyoti Ghosh (also my teacher at the Environment Management
Programme) at an environmental planning facility of the Government of West Bengal during
1995-1997, | came across the term sustainable development more often and started to get a
sense of it. It was during this period that I realised that Prof. Chakraborty had indeed been
introducing us to the concept of sustainable development. Though excited at the realisation,
it remained at that till I had been to the Sundarbans a number of times between 1998 and
2000.

| visited parts of the Sundarbans for the first time in 1998 and was immediately hooked, the
landscape fascinated me. Even the stories that | had heard of the Sundarbans had attracted
me. Over time, | found the mindscape of the people of the Sundarbans even more
fascinating. During the course of my work with a Swiss Project that involved collecting
ethnographic data, this mindscape was partly revealed to me, and again more vividly, when
working on an energy plantation project under Dr. Asish Ghosh. It was around this time that
the question of whether the concept of sustainable development had any significance for a
region like the Sundarbans, struck me. Regular interactions with Dr. Ghosh heightened my
interest, both in the Sundarbans, and in the concept of sustainable development.

The energy plantation project mentioned above was spread across different locations on
Mollakhali Island, and | realised that different groups were reacting differently to the
initiative. Also, some groups were more successful than others in maintaining the plantations.
I was curious to know the reasons for the differences. Earlier, | had noticed differences in
coping mechanisms to ecological stress in the Sundarbans when coordinating the
ethnographic field research; while some were making the most of a bad situation, others were
apathetic. Looking up literature on the Sundarbans did not help much since the studies in
general were concerned with the biotic aspects of the ecosystem. While dealing with the
human population, this focus was invariably regarding the impact on the ecosystem due to
anthropogenic activities and not on how the communities negotiated the various limitations
that the ecosystem posed to human presence in the eco-region. | wanted to understand why
different groups and organisations conducted themselves as they did in the face of a crisis.
This was the inspiration and starting point for the research endeavour described in this book.

In the field, | observed that every time a community in the Sundarbans was faced with crisis
due to loss of land and livelihood, pressure on the riparian common-pool resource greatly
increased, which was in direct contrast with the state, national and global commitment to
conserve the eco-region. | decided to assess whether the concepts of commons, collective
action, and sustainable development were helpful in analysing the current situation in the
Sundarbans, as suggested in the literature on commons. The ultimate goal was to understand
the conditions under which strategies could be developed so that the aforementioned
dilemma could be managed. A number of strategies have been outlined in this book. These
could succeed if the micro-realities and the state of permanent impermanence are factored in,
and the sectoral tunnel vision is replaced with a broader view.
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