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Climate change is all about ‘power’
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HE use of fossil fuels and

I subsequent greenhouse gas

(GHG) emissions worldwide are
growing at an alarming pace, even
though the use of renewables like solar
energy and wind power has expanded
exponentially.  Unfortunately, it
has not been enough to offset the
increased use of fossil fuels. Adding
to our discomfort, the carbon dioxide
that causes most global warming
remains in the atmosphere for more
than a century.

Instead of effectively tackling the
issues related to climate change,
world leaders have politicised it over
the last 30 years. Some mocked
climate change as a “Chinese hoax,”
some believe it is not anthropogenic,
while others talk and act as if climate
change will follow whatever is agreed
upon by them at various conferences.
Many also suggest that climate
change is just part of the natural cycle,
or climate models are unreliable, or
climate scientists are manipulating
the data. And members of the
former US President Donald Trump’s
environmental team  shamelessly
described climate change as a “niche”
issue in the press.

We don’t have to be climate
scientists to know that the FEarth is
inexorably warming, and humans are
causing it. We also know that Earth’s
climate system is highly complex,
and complex systems do not respond
to the whims of deniers. For those of

Recognise the d

us worried about climate change,
the evidence is right in front of us -
from record-breaking heat waves to
increasingly extreme weather events.

Why do world leaders deny the
evidence, even though climate
scientists have made it clear that
we are running out of time to avoid
the most severe impacts of climate
change? There are many complex
reasons why they are not swayed by
anything so prosaic as scientific facts.
More importantly, they deny climate
change because of their unholy
alliance with the fossil fuel industry.

Documents prepared by the
American Petroleum Institute (API), a
trade organisation for the oil and gas
industry, which were leaked in 1998,
described the institute’s plan to boost
uncertainty about climate change.
The documents describe strategy
and plan of action so that “victory
will be achieved when recognition of
uncertainties [about climate science]|
becomes part of the conventional
wisdom.” The climate change deniers
quickly adopted the strategy of sowing
uncertainty and doubt as its preferred
game plan for promoting distrust
among people.

In 20083, a study published by Willie
Soon, an astrophysicist affiliated with
the Harvard-Smithsonian  Center
for Astrophysics, suggested that
climate change is driven by the Sun,
a theory that most climate scientists
immediately dismissed as hogwash.

Dr Shoshannah Kate Williams

is the Head of SUDIN, Urban
Programs at SAJIDA Foundation,
Email: shoshannah@sajida.org

SHOSHANNAH KATE WILLIAMS

ORE people are living in
Mcxtrcmc poverty now than

they were 10 years ago and
by 2030, more than half of the
poor in Bangladesh will be urban
dwellers. Why is this important, and
what can development programmes
do to address this shift in poverty
dynamics?

Firstly, it must be noted that
Bangladesh has made some
considerable developments, with
the overall poverty rate falling by
1.2 percent annually since 2000.
However, urban poverty has risen
from 36.1 to 414 percent between
2010 and 2016.

The country’s rapid urbanisation,
growing by 3.9 percent annually, is
one key contributor. Additionally,
the government and the development
sector historically leaned towards
addressing rural poverty, leading to
a “neglect” of the urban poor, seen
as a problem to be sent back to rural
areas. This culminated in a lack of
systemic thinking and integration
of how government and NGOs can
collaborate to ensure that adequate
housing, health, education and
social services are accessible to the
urban poor.

The increase in urban poverty
indicates exclusion of the segment
by the nation’s economic and social
advances. As such, a comprehensive

approach to alleviating urban
poverty is a key frontier for
development programmes,

especially if Bangladesh is to meet its
national target to reduce poverty to
15.6 percent by 2025. A recent report
by the World Bank calls for new
and innovative methods, including
improving programme targeting, to
address urban poverty.

Understanding the urban poor
and how we define this incredibly
complex, wide and varied group is
an important first step to developing
effective development programmes
and policies. If programme designers,
implementers or policymakers truly
want to work with the urban poor,
then understanding the challenges
they face is critical.

In Bangladesh, when we think
of urban poor, we typically think
of people living in slums. However,
it’s not quite as simple. Someone’s
living location is only one way of
understanding and defining urban
poverty and if we use a spatial

definition, it’s important to note
that not all slums are similar and not
all the urban poor live in slums.

So, who are the urban poor and
where do they live?

They are housemaids living with
their families in slums, or a recently
evicted family living in squatter
settlements while figuring out where
to go next. Rickshaw-pullers from the
village sleeping on their rickshaw or
in a bachelor mess, guards sleeping
in the ATM booth or at the corner
of a building, RMG workers from the
village living in a dormitory, an older
woman abandoned by family and
living in one room at the edge of a
slum, or a group of youth who formed
their own family after escaping their
families’ violence, and are now living

The government and
the development
sector historically
leaned towards
addressing rural
poverty, leading to

a “neglect” of the
urban poor, seen as

a problem to be sent
back to rural areas.
This culminated in

a lack of systemic
thinking and
integration of how
government and NGOs
can collaborate to
ensure that adequate
housing, health,
education and social
services are accessible
to the urban poor.

in a small shack.They're the women
who escaped the workplace or faced
partner violence and are now living
in a railway station.

Despite this incredible diversity
amongst the wurban poor, the
challenges they face and where
they live, large scale wurban
poverty alleviation projects in
Bangladesh tend to provide targeted
interventions to large sized slums on
government land. Why?

The obvious answer is that
designing for one “type” of
community or household means
more straightforward operations,
resulting in wider outreach and more
cost-effective interventions. Whilst

More extreme weather events, such as the floods in Sylhet earlier this year, are evidence of the impacts of

climate change.

Unsurprisingly, the study was funded
by the APL

Disagreements on climate science
often are not really about climate.
They are about how politicians
interpret scientific results. The
interpretation depends on whether
the results support policies that
bolster or undermine their political
philosophies, religious beliefs and ties
to the industries that are the biggest
sources of planet-warming emissions.
Additionally, the deniers are reluctant
to accept the scientific consensus
because of the “echo chamber” effect
- a situation where people surround
themselves with information they
want to hear and block out the rest.
Their preferred source of information
is conservative media outlets that

debunk science, spread lies and
promote pseudoscience  through
sound bites, editorials, social media,
and other forums.

That being said, fissures span
across every dimension of the climate
change debate, especially the deniers
questioning the motivations that
drive climate scientists to conduct
their research. In other words,
polarised views about climate issues
stretch from the causes and cures for
climate change to mistrust in climate
scientists and their findings.

There are also major divides in the
way partisans interpret the current
scientific discussions over climate
change, with the political left and
political right having vastly divergent
perceptions of scientific consensus,
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differing levels of trust in the
information they get from researchers,
and different views as to whether it is
the quest for knowledge or the quest
for professional advancement that
drives climate scientists in their work.
This conflict gave rise to two groups:
reactionaries led by the deniers, and
progressives comprising the believers.

To the reactionaries, “climate
change” is a highly charged term.
Preferring to call it “extreme weather,”
they tend to push any action on
climate change under the rug by
putting up “strong national defence”
arguments or “bad for business”
alibis, or claim that “freedom and free
markets are under attack.” Besides,
research on climate change is one of
their favoured targets for defunding.

Their policies, shaped by money from
the fossil fuel industries, will arguably
bring rational thinking, liberalism and
globalism to a screeching halt.

The progressives, such as the
Greens, on the other hand, believe
that finding ways around the obstacles
created by the reactionaries is key to
working towards any climate solution.
To that end, they tried to convince the
deniers that climate change is not a
“right-wing issue or a left-wing issue;
it is an everyone issue.” Since they
could not get the deniers onboard
with this argument, they are now
advocating bypassing failed political
discourse and addressing the issue
at the grassroots level — communities
and neighbourhoods, in particular.
Moreover, they want (o be aggressive
enough to bring about a rapid phase of
global decarbonisation combined with
generously funded technological and
ecological innovations, be it nuclear
fusion, nanotubes, geoengineering or
otherwise.

Who wins the fight against climate
change will in large part depend on
whoever has the greater political will
as well as the power to transform that
will into effective actions. However,
it will be extremely difficult for the
progressives to win as long as so
many world leaders put their political
ambitions ahead of human-induced
climate change. Sadly, their dereliction
will be the legacy they will leave behind
for the future generations.

Finally, climate change has clearly
become a game of political power.
To save our crippled planet from
the clutches of these politicians, we
should use our power to shut down
their power by voting them out of
office. They are more of a threat to
the planet than climate change is.
Now is the time for action to make the
colour of our planet green.

iversity of the urban poor

this is an important consideration
enabling a large number of urban
poor households to receive benefits,
these measures inevitably result in
failing to account for those who
don’t fall within the “norm”.

One study found that one of
Bangladesh’s most famous urban
poverty alleviation programmes
failed to reach smaller, harder to
access urban poor communities.
Despite these communities being
highly vulnerable - they were either
too socially marginalised or lived on
very precarious land to be included -
itwas not efficient for the programme
to go to these communities, due
to high risks of eviction and mass
migration, and thus it ended up
“losing” participants.

Large scale urban poverty projects
have focused on “community-
level” interventions, specifically
mobilising communities regarding
infrastructural slum-upgrading
projects, livelihood activities and
building capacity of women (o
engage in advocacy at the local
level. Whilst incredibly important
and transformative interventions,
these are not initially viable for
communities at risk of eviction
or have high levels of social
fragmentation and low trust within
the community. As a result, these
highly vulnerable communities and
families continued to be excluded by
programmes and its benefits.

The wurban poor have varied
priorities. For example, SAJIDA
Foundation’s Urban Design team
conducted a needs analysis with
different urban poor communities,
including pavement dwellers,
squatter settlements, and smaller
slums on private and public land,
and captured what communities
voiced as their priorities. The
survey found that communities’
priorities included infrastructural
improvements (50 percent), access to
affordable health care (100 percent),
access to education (75 percent),
addressing workplace exploitation
and conditions (63 percent), and
ensuring their communities were
strong and supportive (38 percent).

Additionally, different families
within a community had different
priorities due to different situations,
households and needs. Some would
benefit most from sizeable economic
investment into their microbusiness,
others investing in their children’s
education and health. Some needed
greater support for women to engage
in livelihoods, or older members to
be linked with social safety nets.

We need to stop viewing poverty
alleviation as a formulaic process
that can be emulated across all
communities or households,
and expected to have a similar
impact. There are different types of

communities, households and needs
within this group of people grappling
with issues that have economic,
health, social, gendered and living

condition dimensions. There is
instead a need to firstly understand
who you are designing for, and then
work in collaboration with this

population to define priorities, goals
and how services can be tailored to
meet the many complex needs faced
by the urban poor.
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