
Introduction
The World Bank (WB) is one of  the 

largest global organizations providing “low-
interest loans, zero to low-interest credits, 
and grants to developing countries.”1  On 
February 7, 2013, the World Bank approved 
project P127015, titled Climate Resilient 
Participatory Afforestation and Reforestation 
Project, from this point forward referred to 
as “WB Afforestation Project”. The budget 
is an estimated 35 million US Dollars. Due to 
the large number of  grants given by the World 
Bank, and their huge impact throughout 
the Global South it is necessary to research 
deeper into the purpose of  their projects and 
their impact on the local communities and 
governments. To accomplish this, a political 
ecology framework will be used to study the 
aforementioned WB Afforestation Project 
and provide a counter narrative to that of  
the World Bank by exploring the political-
economic and socio-ecological dynamics of  
this project in Bangladesh. 

Political Ecology focuses on challenging 
the dominant social, political and economic 
explanations of  environmental change and 
confl ict by digging deeper into the root causes 
of  the problem, and the specifi c local history. 
This paper critically examines dominant 
international development discourses on 
climate change adaptation in the Global 
South by developing three interrelated 
arguments. First, I argue that the underlying 
assumptions that inform the World Bank’s 
project reveal pervasive tendencies to 
blame deforestation and environmental 
degradation on the forest use and practices 
of  local rural communities, rather than to 
consider the historically evident causes of  
exploitation of  natural resources. Second, I 
examine how the forest conservation project 
is primarily aimed at promoting alternative 

the importance of  the political struggle and 
the various viewpoints, this paper will take a 
similar approach as Robbins to analyze the 
international development discourses on 
climate change and their infl uence on the 
Bangladeshi forests.

World Bank and International 
Development in the Global South

The World Bank, established in 1944, 
is one of  the main actors in shaping and 
implementing development agendas for the 
Global South. Their research, projects and 
suggestions become the dominant discourses 
for understanding and addressing a region’s 
economic situation. These discourses, 
however, many times do not have a deep 
historical analysis to understand the root 
causes of  social and ecological problems 
the local communities are facing.6  Instead 
they only seek immediate causes and short-
term solutions. Tadese Kidane-Mariam 
presents this explicitly in his case study of  
the African continent, specifi cally Ethiopia, 
where international development projects 
overlooked the needs of  local communities, 
and instead sought to benefi t foreign national 
and corporate interests. Kidane-Mariam 
describes how this occurs in Africa in that,

“Global development institutions 
such as the World Bank have 
consistently argued that Africa’s 
developmental and environmental 
crises are due to poor macroeconomic 
policy frameworks . . . the low level 
of  integration of  African economies 
to world market and rapid population 
growth.” 7

The World Bank blames the crisis on the 
mismanagement of  the local government and 

livelihoods on the premise of  incorporating 
forest spaces within an expanding global 
market for carbon credits. Third, I bring 
attention to ways in which the World Bank’s 
alternative livelihood strategies produces 
stratifi ed effects, as rural communities lose 
control over resources and livelihoods. 

Political Ecology of  Forests
To begin, the premise of  Political 

Ecology is that most environmental 
problems have deep political and historical 
roots that must be understood to accurately 
address them. In this regard, Liberation 
Ecologies (Peet & Watts 2004) used the 
Political Ecology perspective to examine the 
political struggles for power and control over 
landscapes and livelihoods.2  Describing how 
land is in the middle of  political struggles 
for power not only in the present, but also 
the past. Another clear example of  this is 
Paul Robbins’ study on forest management 
in India (2001) where he presents the 
different viewpoints between the locals and 
the foresters in terms of  what constitutes a 
forest, and he shows that their defi nitions 
depend on their respective interests and 
relationship with the land.3  To the locals, 
confl icts over the meaning of  forests became 
struggles over resources and their livelihoods.  
4 However, it was more of  a business venture 
for the foresters, who just wished to do 
their job by expanding the forest without 
considering the type of  forests they were 
creating or the harm it caused to the locals.  
5 The two distinct understandings lead to 
constant struggles over the forests in India. 
The project in Bangladesh leads to a similar 
interplay between the locals and the World 
Bank reforestation project. Both groups 
have special interests in the forests and in the 
region, but for different reasons. Because of  

Journal of Undergraduate Research – Volume IX

By John Mark Shorack
San Diego State University 

International Developments Grab of Forests in the 
Global South

Abstract
The World Bank fi nanced “Climate Resilient Participatory Afforestation and Reforestation Project” seeks to reforest and afforest several regions of  Bangladesh. It claims that 

increasing forest cover will protect the country better from natural disasters. The project also aspires to help the local people fi nd alternative sources of  income that do not cause 

deforestation. This paper examines the history of  deforestation in Bangladesh, which extends back to the colonial period, as well as the underlying goal of  the project to create ‘pristine’ 

forests in Bangladesh and open it to the global carbon credit economy, which requires removing the locals from the forests. This paper demonstrates the roots of  the World Bank’s 

narrative and that the project is harmful to the local Bangladeshi by taking away their livelihoods and resources producing stratifi ed effects.



Social Sciences

Journal of Undergraduate Research – Volume IX

people. Ethiopia, one of  Kidane-Mariam’s 
case studies, has gone through many different 
international development projects which, 
according to him, have led to “uncritical 
policy implementations.”8  These policies 
were influenced by short-term goals to bring 
capital and money into the country and not 
by long-term goals that could contribute 
to the country’s ongoing improvement and 
sustainability.9  In Ethiopia one of  the main 
goals was to ‘bring foreign capital’ into the 
country; in Bangladesh the World Bank has 
a similar goal. It is not meant as a project 
to contribute to revitalizing local lifestyle 
practices. For this reason, it is important 
to analyze the underlying explanation 
presented from the development agencies. 
Recently, reforestation of  deforested 
areas has become especially attractive to 
international development organizations, 
such as the World Bank, because of  the 
possibility of  producing and selling carbon 
credits. Since 2000, Bangladesh alone has 
had 336 reforestation projects approved by 
the World Bank.10  This shows how prevalent 
international development is in South Asia 
now. 

Case Study: The World Bank 
Afforestation Project in Bangladesh

Bangladesh is at the center of  the article 
because it is a country where the World Bank 
has had increasing involvement, and has the 
ongoing climate change project “Climate 
Resilient Participatory Afforestation and 
Reforestation Project.” As stated in its main 
information sheet, the project seeks to 
increase the forest cover along the coastal 
and hilly areas of  Bangladesh to better 
prepare the country for natural disasters.” 
11 One of  the main ways the project hopes 
to maintain forests is to “reduce [the 
locals’]12 dependence on forest resources”  
by providing alternative livelihood options. 
Furthermore, the World Bank press release 
stated, “the project will create jobs in social 
forestry.” 13 Similarly, in Ethiopia, it assumes 
that the practices of  local rural communities 
are the cause for deforestation, and by 
decreasing their use of  the forests the issue 
will be solved. However this narrative fails 
to show the roots of  the deforestation in 
Bangladesh, and how it is not practiced by 
the locals but by large companies seeking 
profit. The following historical analysis will 
present how locals for many years used the 
forests in a balanced manner and are not the 
cause of  the deforestation.

The deforestation in Bangladesh began 
hand in hand with the colonization of  its land 
by Great Britain. Rasul (2007) explains that 
“between 1871 and 1885, three-quarters of  
the Chittagong Hill Tracts land [costal area in 
Bangladesh] was declared government forest 

Geography professor from Jahangirnagar 
University in Bangladesh, explains how 
locals from the Madhapur forests, of  which 
the Chittagong Hill Tracts are part of, lived 
by “collect[ing] small twigs, chips of  bark, 
branches” to use in their day to day lives and 
they also used certain roots, and wild fruits 
in their daily diet as well as for medicinal 
purposes.21  This way they used trees for many 
different uses and maximized its benefits. 
These two case studies show the locals high-
level of  dependence on the forests for their 
livelihoods, however, without exploiting the 
forests. They managed the resources wisely 
and did not cause deforestation. Based on 
their proximity and historical performance, 
the locals are the best stewards to manage 
the forests in Bangladesh.

The implementation of  new alternative 
livelihood for the locals is motivated by more 
than deforestation; its main goal is to create a 
‘pristine’ forest to incorporate into the global 
market economy of  carbon trade. This 
underlying goal is evident in the monetary 
contribution the WB Afforestation Project 
gives to updating and revising Bangladesh’s 
Forestry Master Plan. The new version will 
incorporate “new and emerging dimensions 
for forest management such as carbon 
financing.”22  This revision of  the Master 
Plan will allow transnational corporations 
and organizations to begin trading and selling 
carbon credits by reforesting in Bangladesh. 
It will open Bangladesh’s forests to the global 
market. The World Bank predicted in 2013 
that at the present value of  carbon, the total 
revenue value, for the government, could be 
of  $325 million dollars for the Bangladeshi 
forests.23   But, the forests must be without 
local populations living in them.

This approach to forest conservation is 
not new. Tanzania sought to make a forest 
ready to incorporate in the market as well. 
They forced an increase in the mangrove 
forest cover in many areas of  the country.  
24However, it had many drastic effects 
on the local people, which the Tanzanian 
‘conservation’ project did not address. The 
government prevented the locals from 
growing rice, which was the food source for 
the communities, and insisted that they grow 
trees in its place. Furthermore this project 
took away the local’s title to the land and 
placed it in the hands of  the government.25 

The approach they took in Tanzania is similar 
to the one taken in Bangladesh by removing 
the locals and taking over the control of  the 
forests. The effect of  this approach is to 
destroy the livelihood of  the locals.

The narrative presented by the World 
Bank that the locals cause the deforestation, 
although not accurate, fits into the larger 
goals of  removing the locals from the forests 
and by ignoring the deep historical roots of  

land”  during British rule.14 This meant that 
the locals in this coastal area lost all the rights 
to their land and any form of  economic 
activity previously derived from them.15  
The colonial government, furthermore, 
used the forests to export wood; and even 
“invited Bengali traders to extract timber 
from forests;” the deforestation, especially 
intensified once wood was needed to build 
the new railroads.16  To replenish the forests 
the British replaced native multi-purpose 
wood from these forests with non-native 
mono-cultural teak plantations. Teak trees 
are not native to the local ecology and 
are used mainly for exports.17  In 1971, 
Bangladesh declared independence and 
the national government outlawed the 
extraction of  timber. Nonetheless a culture 
of  deforestation was already present, so 
much that by the 1990s, “‘logging trucks 
could be observed leaving Rang Amati 
in the direction of  Chittagong every ten 
minutes.’”18 Extractive forest practices 
initiated by the colonial government, 
and then continued by the illegal loggers, 
shows how deeply rooted the problem of  
deforestation is in Bangladesh, and how it is 
not a recent problem caused by the locals. 
It began when the British colonial power 
appropriated the forests, dispossessed the 
local people and displaced them from the 
land. The Chittagong forest is one of  the 
main areas where the current World Bank 
development project hopes to address what 
it views as a contemporary problem of  rapid 
deforestation. The World Bank is falsely 
blaming local communities for what has 
been going on since the 1870s.

The WB Afforestation Project is also 
shifting the livelihood of  the local Bangladesh 
away from the forests and into different, new 
forms of  livelihoods; not because it is better 
for the people, but because it will remove 
them from the forests. On a local level, the 
project wants the people to begin “goat and 
poultry rearing, vegetable cultivation [and] 
small scale trade.” On a community scale, 
the World Bank is “establishing cooperatives 
for improving marketing channels for local 
products, water facilities, community based 
eco-tourism, making energy efficient cooking 
stoves, and agricultural firms.” 19 This is a 
very drastic switch from the livelihood the 
local people previously practiced and it 
forces them to join the market economy.

In the past as explained by Rasul, “prior 
to the nationalization of  forests, tribal people 
used to manage and use forest resources based 
on mutually agreed rules and regulations.”20  
This arrangement allowed them to manage 
the forests sustainably without foreign 
intervention, but its abolition led to the 
exploitation of  the forests’ resources. 
Furthermore, Sheikh Tawhidul Islam, a 
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the deforestation the World Bank creates this 
narrative. As the government and forestry 
department gain control of  the forests, 
the people who previously used it for their 
livelihoods are removed. With their removal 
they have lost access to their previous 
lands and their livelihoods. As a result, 
local communities lost their sustainable 
way of  life, creating social inequalities and 
disparities in access to the forests and the 
money ‘produced’ by the forests. The use 
and management of  the forest is passed on 
to the government.

This situation matches the case study 
conducted by Robbins in India (2001) 
because the World Bank similarly to the 
foresters in his case study view the forest in 
a different light than the locals. Additionally 
there is a political and economic struggle 
between the two for control over the land, 
because they both have a desire to control it.

Conclusion
To conclude, it is important to 

emphasize the intersection of  all three 
arguments in relation to the World Bank 
narrative. Considering deforestation is an old, 
historical problem in Bangladesh not caused 
by the locals the World Bank’s narrative in 
developing the WB Afforestation Project 
does not align with the larger historical 
context of  the Bangladeshi forests. Secondly, 
the World Bank’s special interest in building a 
forest for the carbon credit market discredits 
their support for the locals ‘alternative 
livelihoods’ only as a strategy to remove 
them from the forestry lands and force them 
to join in a market economy livelihood where 
they are required to buy and sell goods.

The project in Bangladesh is a prime 
example of  how international development 
mobilizes discourses of  climate change and 
forest conservation to open new forests 
to the global carbon market, and capital 
accumulation more broadly. This WB 
Afforestation Project is a specific example, 
where they plan to displace the locals who 
lived and relied on the forests. It serves 
as a guide to be aware and cautious with 
the reasons for expensive international 
development. It is important, therefore, to 
continue to think critically of  the projects 
that international organizations hope to 
establish in the Global South. This research 
and understanding, however, must not stop 
here, but continue onward to develop better 
ways to manage forests in ways that promote 
socially just and sustainable practices.
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