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Abstract: This paper analyzes the debate of public participation within environmental governance 
process. In doing so, significance of local knowledge in climate change adaptation process has been 
evaluated. An adaptation project from the coastal areas of Bangladesh has been selected to reveal 
more specific result and to focus the study in a very specific angle. Local knowledge has been proved 
as a vital factor within the adaptation planning for coastal areas in the face of threat posed by climate 
change. Insights from similar studies has been drawn and evaluated. Finally public participation within 
the broader domain of environmental governance has been found inevitable.     
 

 
Keywords: environmental governance, public participation, local knowledge, 

climate change adaptation, Bangladesh 
 
Introduction  
Stakeholder’s participation is a recurrent theme of environmental governance since 1960s, when 

environmental politics became institutionalized within western developed countries. Scientists, interest 

groups, media and local protests had significant influence in shaping the definition and resolution of 

environmental issues (Bulkeley and Mol, 2003). Involving communities and the public in governance 

makes instrumental sense, by improving the quality of decisions. Collaborative processes enable local 

actors to place their knowledge in the broader context of what state actors know, and vice versa 

(Innes et al.., 2007 cited in Taylor and de Loë, 2012). Only recognizing expert knowledge as a valid 

basis for decision-making excludes the knowledge and experience of people who live and work in 

ecosystems (Taylor and Buttel, 1992 cited in Evans, 2012). Contextualized knowledge, in turn, can 

lead to problem-specific responses that are more likely to be accepted and supported by the public 

(Lach et al.., 2005; van Ast and Boot, 2003 cited in Taylor and de Loë, 2012).  

 

In contrast with the above mentioned supportive statement in favor of public participation and local 

knowledge integration in environmental policy making, German social theorist Ulrich Beck (1999) 

argued that politics is the key driver behind this inclusion of stakeholders process in the face of risk 

society. He states that,  
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“in the face of this ‘risk society’, the conventional political institutions of modernity are 
increasingly…inadequate…as decision-making power, control and legitimacy increasingly locate outside 
the political system…which were previously considered un-political” (cited in Bulkeley and Mol, 2003). 
  

Additionally, exclusions can become inherent in a decision making process, as the skills and 

knowledge required participating in deliberations restrict who is authorized to speak, along with what 

and how issues are debated (Demeritt, 2001 cited in Taylor and de Loë, 2012). Moreover, it is crucial 

to recognize the subtleties and complexities inherent in efforts to engage the public in decision-

making and to avoid simplistic assumptions about the efficacy, transparency and public reach of 

community involvement processes (Rydin and Pennington, 2000; Cooke and Kothari, 2001cited in 

Few et al.,. 2007).  

 

In light of the discussion above this paper will assess the significance of public participation within 

environmental governance process through focusing on the importance of local knowledge in 

environmental decision making. As a case study specific community based adaptation project will be 

used to evaluate the research question mentioned earlier. Because, 

 
“increase public involvement in many spheres of environmental management, to tackle future climate risks 
has been a logical step; this is particularly so for climate change adaptation, which is likely to be organized 
mostly at a non-global scale”(Adger, 2001).  

 

Adaptive actions tend to be context and place specific, with implications for relatively delimited sets of 

stakeholders and requiring a knowledge base tailored to local settings (Few et al.., 2007). 

Additionally, during community based adaptation process a combination of scientific knowledge and 

local knowledge is used for informed decision making (Reid et al.., 2009).   

 

Case Study 
Practical Action Bangladesh in association with Asian Development Bank executed a project titled 

“Community Based Adaptation in Vulnerable Coastal Areas of Bangladesh – Innovation to Build 

Resilience”. This project has been implemented in Shyamnagar and Kaliganj upazilas (lower tier of 

district) of Satkhira district (Figure-1) from March 2011 to April 2013.The main goal of this initiative 

has been to improve the resilience of vulnerable community against natural disasters (cyclones, storm 

surge) and its following effects (salt water intrusion and salinity), climate change, climatic variability 

and extreme weather events (Practical Action Bangladesh, 2012). A Number of activities has been 

initiated under the project in association with local community and combining their inherited 

knowledge (to adapt with the changing climate) with the scientific knowledge and best practices (i.e. 

adaptive agriculture, adaptive aquaculture, local weather forecasting board, artificial aquifer tube well 

and community shelter home) (adopted from Practical Action Bangladesh and ADB 2013a). In this 

essay only adaptive agriculture practice will be focused on to evaluate the significance of local 

knowledge supported by the scientific community.   
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Figure-1: Location of Satkhira District, Bangladesh 
Source: (a) Source: Banglapedia (2012)  

(b) Google Map (Accessed: November 17, 2013) 

Salt water intrusion has affected surface and ground waters in the study area for the last couple of 

decades, leading to severe scarcity of water to drink and to irrigate crop fields. Soil salinity further 

threatened their agricultural practices shifting from rice-based farming to shrimp-farming base 

(Practical Action Bangladesh and ADB, 2013a). Modifying the threats to crop production is the most 

practiced adaptation strategy in Bangladesh (Ahmed, 2006 cited in Pender and Alliance, 2010). 

Traditionally they are coping with this threat through developing salt tolerant rice variety, homestead 

gardening and alternative livelihood options (Miah, 2010). Recent government initiatives like 

developing high yield salt tolerant rice variety through research in association with the local 

community’s knowledge and available adaptive species fostered this process (Rabbani, 2013; Berger 

and Ali, 2008). 

 

(a)       (b) 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An innovative rice-based agricultural system has been adopted in this cyclone affected, saline-prone, 

increasingly shrimp-farm dominated Satkhira district. To overcome the problem of irrigation during 

cropping season mini ponds are excavated adjacent to crop field to hold the rain water (Figure-2). 

During the rainy season low-saline tolerant fishes (i.e. monosex tilapia or carps) are traditionally 

cultivated and during dry season it is being used as a source of irrigation (Practical Action Bangladesh 

and ADB, 2013b). Different types of salt tolerant rice verities (i.e. BINA 8, BRRI Dhan 47, 48, 54 etc.) 

have been introduced and tried on a trial and error basis by the communities themselves as well as 

along with government research organizations (Practical Action Bangladesh and ADB, 2013b; 

Rabbani, 2013; Miah, 2010). Yearly cropping schedule has been also adapted with the changing 
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al.., 2009). In case of the indigenous women’s of Bangladesh hill tracts, preserving traditional high 

yield and resilient rice varieties is the only available solution till now due to lack of alternatives and 

less progress of research in this arena (Maleya and The Women’s Resource Network, 2011; Rabbani, 

2013). Additionally, in case of indigenous people of north-west Australia, scientific records  of  

climate-related events  (including  extreme  weather,  water  availability,  and phenology)  are  limited  

in  number  and  time-scale as well as dispersion process is also not well-developed (Leonard et al.. 

2013, p.629). Similar scenario is also applicable for the instance of Bolivian farmers (Boillat and 

Berkes 2013, p.10).  

 

Other reasons for local knowledge’s significance over scientific knowledge are - local people’s 

difficulties using scientific information due to lack of accessibility and expertise; climate models 

weakness in terms of spatial and temporal scale; failure of data from meteorological station to fulfill 

the specific and changing demand of the farmers due to climate variability; and needs of scientific 

data to be verified with local data to ensure credibility (Reid et al.. 2009, p.22; Christian Aid, 2009).   

In contrast, while “local communities has less confidence on scientific data in question of reliability, 

… scientists are reluctant about local data because of subjectivity and  lacking in rigorous” (Gaillard 

and Maceda, 2009). This conflict is termed by Petts and Brooks (2006) as “continuing gulf between 

the techno-centrism of the expert and the contextual knowledge of the lay public”. 

  

In the above mentioned cases local knowledge playing crucial role in environmental decision making, 

but due to continuous climate variability it’s now facing the challenge to adapt effectively (i.e. Satkhira, 

Sri Lanka). So, it can be said undoubtedly that combinations of scientific knowledge and local 

knowledge can be more efficient, which is also explored in earlier case studies. Echoing the above 

findings Tanner (2005) declared that,  

 
“[t]here is clearly a need to bring the scientific expertise on future climate changes and adaptation 
techniques, together with the experience, traditional knowledge and locally defined vulnerabilities 
of the community, so that the best information from both sources can be combined into a strong 
community based adaptation response” (cited in Pender and Alliance, 2010, p.52). 
 
 

On the other hand, while combining these two streams of knowledge through public participation 

intensive scrutiny about the inherent power relation of different stakeholders [mentioned earlier by 

Demeritt (2001)] should be taken into account because, “often the priorities and interests of outsiders 

override those of communities, and there is still a lot of ‘doing to’ communities, rather than 

communities taking charge”(Reid et al.. 2009, p.23). To overcome the complexity during public 

participation [introduced earlier by Rydin and Pennington (2000); Cooke and Kothari (2001)] 

innovative and subject specific approach should be taken which has been illustrated by Rouse et al.. 

(2013) while coastal adaptation planning of New Zealand. Additionally, according to Few et al.. 

(2007),  
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“in order for the participation to be meaningful, this would…require a retreat from managerialism and 
a preparedness among agencies to place trust in the deliberative capabilities of stakeholders to 
propose plans that are both effective and equitable”, 
 
 

which has been concluded during their study on long term coastal management of UK.   
 

Furthermore, to support another issue of debate (“legitimize the risk through participation”) introduced 

by Beck (1999) earlier, Few (2001, 2003) has described a process whereby planning agencies have 

(consciously or subconsciously) attempted to steer stakeholder participation toward support for 

predetermined goals by forging tactical alliances, blocking dissent and avoiding scope for conflict. The 

result may be described as ‘containment’ of participation (cited in Few et al.. 2007, p.53). 

 
Conclusion 
As conclusion, local knowledge is significant equally as the scientific knowledge (in some cases 

surpasses) in environmental decision making and planning, in the era of complex challenge imposed 

by climate change, to adapt and sustain (Reid et al.., 2009; Taylor and de Loë, 2012). However, 

public knowledge should be subject to similar levels of critical scrutiny and questioning concerning its 

validity and trustworthiness as is expert understanding (Petts and Brooks, 2006). But at the end 

question remains about the legitimation of the climate change risk through community based 

adaptation process; in the era of continuous GHG emission production on one side by the global 

elites, and call as well as funding for community based adaptation on the other side by the same 

entity.  
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