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Environmental Refugees : 

identity in 
the 

Indian 

Sundarbans 

Arabindu Sardar 

ANew 

and 

There 
are 

many 

fundamental 

ditferences 

bctwecn 

these 
two 

terms 

Retugees 
and 

Environmental 

Refugces". 

concept 

mdipon of 

providing 

protection 
and 

rehabilitation to 
the 

refugees. 
In a 

hroader 

sense. 

environmental 

refugees 
are 

those 

people 
who 

have 

been 

�isnlaced as 
a 

result 
of 

natural 

disaster 
and 

environmental 

changes. 
The 

natural 

disaster 

refers 
to 

two 

types 
of 

natural 

calamities, 

which 
are 

responsible 
for 

forced 

migration of 

large 

number 
of 

people 
of 
the 

Sundarbans. 
The 

number 
of 

displaced 

people 
in 
the 

Sundarbans is 

increasing 
day 
by 

day 

for 

various 

reasons. 

Sudden 

on-set 

events 
are 

floods. 

cyclones, 
and 

land 

erosion 
and 

Slow 

on-set 

events 
are 

coastal 

erosion. 

Sea-level 

rise. 

Salt 

water 

intrusion, 

rising 

temperature 
and 

changing 

rainfall 

patterns 
and 

drought. 
In 

1964, 
the 

first 

environmental 

refugees 
in 
the 

Sundarbans 

migrated 

from 

Lohachura 
and 

Bedford 

islands 
to 
di 

fferent 

colonies 
of 
the 

Sagar 

Island. 

The 

Sundarbans, 

world's 

largest 

active 

delta, 
are 

unique 
in 
its 

nature. 

Is 
own 

estuarine 

system. 

intricate 

coastlines, 

clusters 
of 

smaller 

deltas, 

nnumerable 

islands, 

criss-crossed 
by 

numerous 

distributaries, 

provides 

great 

diversity 
to 
the 

eco-system. 

William 

Wilson 

Hunter 

portrayed 
the 

Dundarbans 
as 
an 

area 
'a 

sort 
of 

drowned 

land, 

covered 

with 

jangle, 

Smitten 
by 

malarja. 

and 

infested 
by 

wild 

beasts; 

broken 
up 
by 

swamps, 

micrsected 
by 
a 

thousand 

river 

channels 
and 

maritime 

backwaters 
but 

gradually 

dotted. 
as 

the 

traveler 

recedes 

from 
the 

seaboard, 
with 
the 

icaing 
and 

patches 
of 

rice 

land,'! 

The 

area, 
as 
he 

observed, 
has a 

vast 

ne 

history 
of 

reclaiming of 
the 

Sundarban 

forests 

started 

after 

East 

is 

asuccessful. 
But 
in 

Jater 

times 
the 

landlords 

from 

Kolkata 
and 
its 

rise 
to 

power. 
The 

forests 

extended 
to 
the 

has a 

disaster. 

India 

long 

experience 

al 

commuNity riots 
or 

natural 

The traditional 

of 

to 

has 
who 

been 

forced 

leave 

a 

Refugee' or 

Udbastu' 

means 

person 
to 

settlements 
due 

war, 

persecution, 

cthno 

cleansing, 

or 
d 

their homeland 

of 

Jand 

formation 

still 

ongoing. 

alluvial 

plain, 

where 

the 

process 

contiguity 

India 

Company' S 

attempts at 

reclannation in 
the 

eighteenth 

were century 

of 

Calcutta. 

Early 
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