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INTRODUCTION
by Hanna Schmuck

At their annual meeting in Paris 1989, the G-7 nations defined floods as being a "major
problem" in Bangladesh. In order to find solutions to this problem, the 'Flood Action
Plan' (FAP) was launched. The FAP aims to protect the people and the infrastructure of
Bangladesh from floods and, moreover, to raise agricultural production through various
restructuring measures. Besides studies on the feasibility of future projects, construction
work is also being undertaken (such as under FAP 1, FAP 3.1, FAP 20, and FAP 21/22).
Most of the projects are based on Western scientific knowledge and techniques and are
carried out by expatriate engineers in cooperation with local companies. The necessary
elements of Western knowledge and materials in the above projects make them among the
most expensive in the FAP.
The FAP does not yet acknowledge floods as being a 'normal' or fixed part ofthe annual
cycle and does not treat them as an expected occurrenee in Bangladesh. Knowledge and
skills developed by the rural Bangladeshi population to help them proteet themselves from
floods and erosion are not always apparent to outsiders and are ignored by the Plan. Such
strategies include the planting of trees and reeds, the construction of houses on mounds,
the building of portable cookers, the storing of food and fuel, and the adherence to a special diet during floods. In addition to these concrete measures, the rural population have
developed general strategies to enable them to live with the floods. For instanee, they
cultivate traditional rice-species, which have adapted to natural conditions. In some areas,
rice which is able to grow with drastically rising water levels is cultivated. Such species,
however, are being replaced more and more by High Yielding Varieties which the FAP
(especially FAP 20) promotes.
Many of these traditional strategies are applied only in specific areas, while others are part
of the store of common knowledge of the rural people. The FAP-planners are generally
unfamiliar with such indigenous techniques. Consequently, discussions between FAPplanners and critics often end in a request for information about alternatives. To date no
concrete alternatives have been proposed. Although a large number of individuals and
organisations are discussing the issue, the necessary exchange of knowledge and experienee has been minimal.
The purpose of the workshop was to start this process of sharing knowledge of strategies
and technologies which provide an alternative to the traditional engineering approach.
Hence the presentations dealt with local strategies of coping with hazards around the
world in general, and with floods and erosion in Bangladesh in particular.
About 50 people participated in the workshop, most of whom had working or research
experienee in Bangladesh. During the morning session, five papers were presented:
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