


misappropriated or captured by the relatively wealthier class'® which promptly maintains
the right linkages with higher order administrative and political power sources.

Here is a case of tyranny:

1 appealed to the local union parishad for a VGF (Vulnerable Group Feeding) card; 1
was told by the chairman that the respective member will look into the issue. The member
wanted bribe from me; he mentioned that he had to spend for the government officials to
issue such cards. I did not get card as I had no money to bribe. If I had the ability to
bribe, why should I run behind a VGF? I would rather buy rice with that money. Sumita
of the neighboring village got a card with bribe who had two earning members; I have
none and I depend on extending hands for help to others. This is called irony of fate.’
says Saroda Jaladas (62), a destitute woman, Thakurtala.

The lesson that can be drawn from this case is that good governance and
transparency is critical to making the best use of the government efforts to address
poverty at the grassroots level.

6.2.4. Inherent social stressors: Dowry

1 had to pay much more than usual as my daughter was dark in complexion; she
crossed 20 and became a big burden for me; I was sleepless at night considering her
Security... there are 'evil eyes of miscreant males on grown up girls’ around. If
anything ‘wrong happens’ (indication to sexual abuse) to her, she will never be
married and ultimately there will be no escape for her except death. She left after
marriage but left us under ‘3 feet of water’ (to mean debt); only ‘thakur’ (God) knows
when we will be able to repay the loan. There is still pressure on me to have some more
expenses for the in-law; he wants money for business. I am about to be ‘on the road’
(literally to be in a condition of begging); two more daughters are ‘coming up' (to
mean growing fast to catch the age of marriage). Oh the tyranny of marriage of
women!’ excerpt of life history of Minoti Jaladas, 40, Thakurtala.

1 can 't run my families with the scanty income. A very hard choice Jor me--shall 1 save

some money for my daughter’s dowry or buy medicine for my sick husband? My
daughter is growing up fast; the age after ten is ‘dangerous’. A matter of Taka 40,000-
60,000 (US3 700-900). Those who are proposing are also poor. Without dowry, they
can’t run a marriage ceremony on their own. ...I can’t sleep at night. Is their any way
out for me?’ Saleha Begum, 46, Volarkandi.

1 have three daughters waiting for social marriage, but I am incapable of arranging
marriage; my sorrows are fathomless, larger than the size of the sun and the moon
together; these cannot be solved in one’s human life’- Kalyani Jaladas, 47, Thakurtala.

"To be born as woman in fishing family is surely a curse from Allah.’ Maimuna Khatun,
45, Volarkandi fishing village, Baralekka.

"You are not a woman; you won’t realize our sorrows and sufferings well.’ Anguri Bala
Jaladas, 40,Thakurtala fishing village, Moheskhali.

 Corruption has been so institutionalized that the persons involved with these types of activities do not feel ashamed
or take the responsibility of power misuse or abuse. In a recent anticorruption drive by the care taker government,
many ‘Members of the Parliament' (MP) were found to have used tins (galvanized roofing sheets) for their own
business, houses, factories which were allocated for the poor who needed relief. Tins were kept hidden under mud. The
biscuits allocated for the flood affected poor were misappropriated by the MPs Jor feeding their pet horses. These are
some of the samples of the widespread nature of corruption and misuse of power by the political leaders and
government officials. Some of them are from religion-based parties, who sell lessons of religions to people for votes.
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Family crises of Minoti, Saleha and many others typically exemplify the grim situations
that prevail concerning the marriage and dowry as an established socio-religious
institution in typical Hindu and Muslim fishing villages. These statements also reveal that
dowry is entirely the product of the forces of gender disparities in the society. From what
was confined to only the upper castes/classes in the south and other regions of India
(Kapadia 2002, Srinivas 2002), the dowry system20 has gradually become a pan-Indian
phenomenon pervading almost every section, class, caste and religion and even the more
egalitarian tribal communities, particularly during the past one and a half decades (survey
result of ‘All India Democratic Women’s Association-AIDWA’, cited in Srinivas and
Bedi 2007). A similar situation is prevalent in Bangladesh also. To me, the prevalence of
dowry through the transfer of endowments and entitlements to grooms is a social
authentication of male supremacy, thus creating a sense of disequilibrium and hierarchy
from the very beginning of conjugal life. Ignoring the productive roles in family (detailed
in section 4.4.2 of chapter four), women are largely viewed as child production
machines?’. In the fishing villages, girls are usually viewed as ‘familial burden’ and
enemies of ‘rice pots’ and ‘family cash’, meaning they do not add to the household

income but keep exhausting it.

Almost each household with a daughter faces a similar crisis. Fishing families
with young girls are usually subject to a ‘future dimension of poverty’, as they will
inevitably fall further below the present line of poverty for arranging social marriage and
paying the dowry. Here the ordeal test of social marriage and the amount of dowry is
determined (‘bier bazare daam’- literally demand in the marriage market) by the

economic endowments of girl’s parents; family reputation and caste identity; ‘age, body

2 Dowry is not unique to India. It is a practice that has existed in several European and Asian societies for
centuries. Hughes (1985) points out that the dowry system dates back at least to the ancient Greco-Roman
world (332 BC-284 AD) and in medieval Europe, the dowry system was well established among a large
number of social and economic groups. Despite the widespread prevalence of these practices, with
modernization, Europe has witnessed a decline and disappearance of dowry (Anderson 2003, cited in
Srinivasan and Bedi 2007).

21 Specially in the case of Muslim fishing village, it is quite expected that girls get married when they reach
an age cohort of 14-18 and keep giving birth at intervals till their first born get married elsewhere;
meanwhile 1-2 kids are usually lost from the family register because of neonatal complexities and host of
diseases before they reach five.
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shape/color and character of the girl**’; basic education, and extra womanly qualifications
like the “ability to cook, sing songs and sewing’. Voice, walking style, length of hair and
many more traits also matter. The general trend is to find a groom of an upper ‘family
and economic status’, but low dowry sometimes reinforces a girl for getting married with
the lower one (like someone already married or very old or physically handicapped).
Among many other attributes, dowry has been institutionalized in rural Bengal due to the
psychological helplessness of the parents of brides who become powerless to the alien

kinship groups through marriage.

In the study villages, I observed that dowry (‘Joutuk’) is imposed by the groom
side, rather than the conventional dowry usually offered by the bride side as part of social
marriage. Besides cash, the parents of the bride have to bear huge expenses incurred for
lavish hospitality, clothes, furniture, ornaments and kitchen gadgets. Yet the groom’s
relatives, in my observations, usually look for faults rather than extending cooperation
during marriage ceremonies. Here is a comment:

As part of the social custom and marriage, we have to display what we are giving
Jor our daughters. The parents and close relatives of the male counterparts have to
be satisfied about the quality of the goods as per previously settled deal, otherwise
they may create obstacles on the ways of final rituals of marriage and later, may
not send the bride or grooms to bride’s natal Jamily. The value of dowry what my
parents paid for me has gone up 12 times in my daughter’s case in around 20
years, though my daughter looks more pretty than I was at her age...before the
newly-wed couple enters home, the goods have to be in the groom'’s house.’ Sidhu
Bala Jaladas (38), Thakurtala, Moheskhali Island.

Srinivas (2002) argues that dowry money is far from being ‘a rotating capital
fund’ for the earning family as some imagine it to be; what it leads to is certainly the
impoverishment of the girl’s parents, and it does not always ensure security for the girl in
her in-laws house. Dowry has multi-faceted manifestations with negative repercussions
on perpetual indebtedness, asset base and landlessness, medical treatment, food security,

education, and family harmony. A moneylender, who was known for a show-up with

% The old fishers mentioned that arranging marriage prior to ‘experiencing menstruation’ of the girl is the
best; the old fishing women got married at the age of 10-12 years; with more age, the amount of dowry
increases. A fair complexion is considered lucrative irrespective of whether the male’s colour; ‘a male is a
male, body color is not important for him’; the girl has to be virgin and never linked or in love with any
male; if so it will be considered as ‘kolonko’ (bad reputation) for the girl. Accusing the girl for any sexual
misdeed in rural society is a common trend. The popular saying ‘Kurite buri’ meaning ‘girls over twenty
years of age are not well-suited for marriage’ is a testimony to the tradition of early marriage.
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gifts and consumer durables during his daughter’s marriage perceived that ‘%e paid for
his daughter to ease economic burden of the in-law’s family, to buy honor and power Jor
his daughter and also to save prestige in the society’ (excerpt from an interview with
Bibhuti Jaladas, 60, Thakurtala). Because of a marked gender hierarchy, transactions
between the parents as past protectors and the in-laws as future providers have long
survived as a bequest mode. Thus women’s productive roles remain demeaned in almost
every aspect of society. The situation is so acute that many young girls and their parents
dream of finding jobs as domestic servants (15-18 hours of home-making activities per
day, no holiday, mohthly salary is around US$7-10, foods and clothes given free) in the
houses of wealthy urban people with the intention to accumulate money for organizing
marriage.

It is difficult to receive authentic information on the exchange. In the caste-based
fishing villages, I found the village leader ‘sarder’ prepares documents on the exchange
provisions, but in the Muslim fishing village, it is mainly an anecdotal gentle agreement
or occasionally mentioned in the ‘kabin nama , a written document on marriage.
Depending on the wealth category of the fishers, I calculated the amount of dowry
together with other costs for social marriages of girls; their parents have to bear expenses
around 3-9 times their net annual income. For the poor, it is proportionately higher while
the ratio is relatively less for the wealthy fishers. However, excluding ‘other costs of
marriage, the villagers reported that the total value of dowry (gold, gift, cash and
consumer durables) varied from US$ 155-770 (Taka 10,000-500,000) and US$ 230-
17,000 (Taka 15,000-1 1,00,000) in Thakurtala and Volarkandi respectively based on the
economic condition of the parents. In the latter case, higher dowry has been influenced by
remittance money and a show-up for higher social status®. In this interpretation for the
wealthy section of the community, a bride offered with ample cash, costly dresses and
ornaments advertises to other women her socio-economic dignity. I learned from focus
group discussions that the role of mother-in-laws (almost unavoidably, who and her

women relatives also had to suffer for dowry) is interestingly in favor of dowry; they

% In the haor area, the number of people attending the wedding feast is a matter of prestige; the number of
persons is not usually counted by head, but usually by the number of cows slaughtered or number of micro-
buses hired for the bridegroom attendants.
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consider their son’s marriage as an opportunity to build capital for the families for paying
dowry in their daughter’s marriage. There are anti-dowry laws, but hardly is there any
compliance to those (considering the peace and safety of the bride); social acceptance of

such laws is limited.

Another set of threats like macro-and-micro-level law and order situations,
inefficiency of local administration and police, poor housing condition of fishers, and the
absence of adult fishermen for months keep the £rown-up women and early widows in
serious tension specially at night. This has serious corollary on the livelihoods as the fear
of sexual assault limits the entry of women in the labor market, free movement to markets
for economic transactions and also enrollment rates for education, ‘Virginity in brides’
and ‘chastity in wives’ are considered most fundamental values in the socio-cultural
constructions of Bengal. There is hardly any ethical approach to know about such assaults
where the victim herself keeps her mouth shut. I was trusted to be informed by a key
informant about a few incidents in the Hindu fishing villages where young girls were
sexually assaulted by thugs, but the parents did not disclose it nor sought legal actions
because of threats to their lives, their subservient status as a minority24 and the low caste
inferiority syndrome, lack of money and legal support to take the battle into court, and
most importantly, the fear of not being married due to being ‘polluted’. Such inertia and
the absence of legal actions, on the contrary, favor the miscreants, However, this is not
the case in Volarkandi where the physical presence of a male inside a house at night, the
sense of being from the religion of majority and a strong social order prevent women

from being assaulted sexually.

6.2.5. Diseases

One sick (physical or mental) person can be a source of permanent shock for the family.
Here is a case from Thakurtala fishing village, Moheskhali:

* The very political history of Bengal has been based on divide and rule by the British regime; the
Pakistani military regime has always mistrusted minorities as ‘pro-Indian’ and forced them to evict through

from Hindu, Buddhist and Christians. Yet broadly, common people are pious and demonstrated harmonious
living in a secular culture.
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women keep giving birth for sons in the hope of better future earnings. A comprehensive
picture of gynecological and post-natal diseases was not obtained, but it is assumed to be

bad. Women tend to keep their female diseases Top secret’ as long as they can bear them.

6.2.6. Perpetual dependence and debt

There are different reasons behind the perpetual debt condition of most of the fishers. I
already discussed about the seasonality of income. There are familial roots of inherited
‘old poverty’. In the economic dimension of fishantry, I mentioned the coercive patron-
client relationships that evolved following extensive mechanization of the artisanal
coastal sector in the last three decades. For conceptualizing fishantry, I mentioned that
the very nature of the ecosystem, produce, social-economic-cultural and political
characteristics prevalent in the rural fishing villages are supportive of massive
exploitation. In-analyzing the root causes of debt, I have picked up only two issues for
discussion. I will discuss the marketing chains for both the floodplain and coastal areas,

and then I will focus on moneylending specifically for the coastal village.

The very nature of a marketing chain in a small-scale fishery tends to be
exploitative in nature. Acheson (1981) argues it is very difficult for fishers to market their
produce successfully because of their physical absence from the markets and also
adjustments in the time of marketing. Fishers establish long-lasting ties with
moneylenders/middlepersons to reduce the uncertainty in marketing fish and obtaining
capital®®. The arguments hold good in my case also. Going slightly further, I want to
assert that the institutional supports required in a dynamic marketing structure are not
within the reach of the subjugated fishers.

There are two different schools of thought regarding middlepersons.
Middlepersons in fish marketing are usually viewed as ‘parasites’, ‘exploiters’, ‘living
off’ the fishers (Stirrat 1974: 189-190, cited in Alexander 1995: 241), while some
researchers (Alexander 1995) view middlepersons as integral and unavoidable who bear
the risk of uncertainties inherent in the production systems from the marine environment.
I argue that the concept of unilateral exploitation by a middleperson is both theoretically

and empirically inadequate. I assert that the fisher-middleperson relationship is an

% Wilson (1 980) terms this as fundamental weakness of the neoclassical model of economic interaction,
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inevitable outcome of the peculiarity and uncertainty of the fishing occupation itself
backed by customary political economy, policy of the financial institutions, socio-cultural
Structures and traditions. Such coercive production relations generate inequality?’, but at

the same time serve some socially important functions.

Some attributes need to be seriously considered that compel the fishers to lean
towards the ‘middleperson-managed guaranteed marketing’ though it is exploitive in
nature. Some of these are: fisher’s inability to link with the wider markets for different
reasons, perishability of the produce, peculiar exigencies of occupation, fisher’s inability
to spread over marketing uncertainty, dependence on the middleperson for numerous
social® and economic safety nets and caste-kinship ties, and absence of alternative
cooperative marketing. A critical question is ‘why do fishers not directly participate in
marketing?” Several propositions can be thought of, among which I have singled out two
major reasons:

1. after working the whole day or night in a labor-intensive risky venture, fishers

get physically and psychologically exhausted; and

2. they are lacking the amount of ‘social influence, technical means, capital and

on the whole power’ needed to ‘enter and sustain in the market’ that is
principally controlled by some ‘business thugs’.

In this section, I will examine the marketing chain and inherent exploitation. The
marketing structures vary from very simple to very complex. Fish, as a perishable item,
has to be marketed as raw and wet (locally preferred) as soon as possible after being

caught. Some fishers, however, convert the raw produce seasonally into a sun-dried and

%7 The functionalist theory of inequality advocates that inequality is inevitable if a society is to motivate
people doing the most valuable things; the conflict theory (advocated by Karl Marx) holds that social
stratification is based mainly on control over productive resources such as technology, capital and territory
(Peoples and Bailey 1997:270). The inequality is both an end of socio-economic stratification and a means
of exploitation. The existence of inequality in the fishing villages itself generates some social needs which
the moneylenders and other influential leaders tend to fulfill to exert their control over production system.

* In one fishing village in the southeast coast, I found that Muslim middlepersons, using their own political
and social networks, played a vital role in saving the traditional Hindu fishers during a countrywide riot and

migrate, their fishing business would face serious losses. On the other side, Hindu fishers also were happy
to see the protective roles of the Muslim middleperson.
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enzymatically fermented product to diversify their choice and €conomy. In the case of
floodplains, Table 6.8 shows the price of some commercially important fish in different
hands. Floodplain fishers usually get 50-60% of the ‘urban market level’ price.

Table 6.8: Price differences (values in USS) at different layers of marketing

Commercially available species | Fishers get [ ‘Foria’ gets | Consumer pays | Remarks
from ‘foria’ from retailer | to retailer
One 5 kg big Catla 5.4-6.15 |6.9-7.7 9.23-12.31 | 3-5% operational costs at each
I kg of medium sized | 1.85-2.15 2.46-2.77 | 3.08-3.85 level of intermediary. Profit
Ompok sps. (15-20 pc.) margin is largely affected by the
One piece of 2 Kg. size | 1.85-2.31 2.31-3.08 (3.85-4.62 |tpe of Species,  freshness,
Walagu attu (‘Boal’) customers’ preference, demand
I kg small sized Puntius | 0.62-0.77 | 0.84-1 1.07-123 | and level of supply. In rural
spp. (40-60 pc.) Sloodplain areas, Jorias’ sell
Guilsha (Mystus sps.) 0.77-0.92 | 1-1.23 1.23-1.54 | mostly in the small markets
Chapila (Gudusia chapra) | 0.62-0.77 | 0.85-1 1.07-123 | while in wrban markets the
Small prawns 0.77-0.92 | 1-1.15 1.23-1.38 | marketing chain is a bit longer
Shoil/Gazar (Channa sps.) [0.92-1.08 | 1.15-131 | 1.38-1.85 ] and Jurther complex. Size of
I kg size ‘Ruhu/Mrigel’ 1.08-1.23 | 1.23-1.46 | 1.38-1.85 SPeC’eé; 'St;e'y {mposjam-;'";:’
: : y = n example, the price of a
Mixed species 0.46-0.77 | 0.69-1 0.92-1.23 Ruhis (Labeo rokitny 12 5.5 timef
higher than a one kilogram size,

Source: Compiled from field notes on series of market observations, 2005

The scenario is more complex and exploitative on the coast. Data presented in
Table 6.9 reveal that fishers get around 40% of the urban-level market prices, but what
needs to be mentioned here is that fishers and their family members can get better prices
if they manage to sell their produce in the local market.

Table 6.9: The ‘marketing cycle’ of some commercial catches from fishers to consumers
values in USS, 1US$= Taka 65)

Commercially available species Fishers Local Urban Commission Big Consumer
get from stockist stockist agents to retailerto | paysto
local gets from | to agents ‘big’ small retailer or
stockist urban retailers retailer vendor

stockiest

1 kg size Hilsa 0.62-0.85 [ 0.92-1.08 | 1.0-1.15 1.05-1.23 1.15-1.38 [ 2.15.2.5+

1 kg medium size Bombay duck { 0.31-0.38 | 0.54-0.69 0.58-0.77 | 0.6-0.8 0.69-0.89 | 0.85-1.15

(20-25 fish/kg)

1 kg pomfret (2-3 ﬁsh/kg) 1.23-1.54 | 1.54-1.85 | 1.69-2.0 2.0-2.23 2.15-246 | 3.08-3.85

I kg medium size shrimps (30- | 1.07-1.23 | 1.38-1.69 | 1.54-1.85 115-130 2.07-2.31 | 2.62-3.08

40 pieces/kg)

1 kg medium size marine catfish | 0.31-042 | 0.46-0.62 | 0.62-0.77 0.77-0.85 0.85-0.92 | 0.92-1.15

1 kg medium size ribbon fish 0.38-049 | 0.46-0.62 | 0.62-0.69 0.77-0.85 0.85-0.92 | 0.92-1.23

Note: 3-5% operational costs at each level.
Source: Based on interviews with relevant stakeholders and market observations, 2006.

Fishers who receive loans (‘“dadon’) from the moneylenders or wholesalers wil]
have to inescapably hand over their catches to the lender at the end of the trip at the fish

landing centre. There is hardly any bargain over the price and the fishers or small boat
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owner have to comply with the prices fixed by the moneylenders. There is a socio-
political notion behind this economic dependence. To be a middleman, one requires
political power, connection with local administration, money, strong bargaining and
oration capacity, and access to fish storage facilities, which most of the common fishers
lack. The following example can be cited as an instance: around seven years back, the
fishers of Sitakunda, Chittagong attempted to sell their fish directly to the urban markets.
After a few days, the fishers on their way to market were attacked and beaten mercilessly
by the local thugs employed by the Muslim moneylenders. All their fish ‘caught free
from the sea’ were thrown out and their houses were burnt at night. The miscreants
remained unpunished. Such incidences keep traditional fishers constantly threatened and
psychologically dormant. So, keeping silence remains a helpless option for the fishers,
Following comments of the fishers are reflective of the reality:

“If 1 get less fish, it is a problem Jor livelihoods as I will get less price after selling;
if I get more fish from the Irip, it is also a problem. The middleperson will talk
about ‘too much of catch and less demand’ of fish that time; there will be artificial
crisis of ice blocks in the market. In such situations, where can we go with the
perishable wet fish? All fish species cannot be dried. For marketing, it is never
possible to bypass them. So Jinally, I have to surrender at a price that is ‘kindly
Jixed’ by the wholesalers. What a horrible profession! You are cut by the both ends
of the sword.’ Sukhendhu Jaladas, 56, Thakurtala.

They (moneylenders) exploited my grandfather, my Jather and now me; they will do so
Jor my son and grandson; they are like leeches.’ Sudhangshu Jaladas, 65, Thakurtala,

‘You can’t do without inhaling oxygen; oxygen is mixed up in the air; moneylenders are
also like oxygen, fishers can’t do without them; they are the first and last resort for
urgently needed money; they are efficient rural bankers.’ Maloti, 54, Thakurtala,

I argue that the moneylending system is deeply rooted into the existing socio-
cultural structure, and the moneylenders provide some critically needed services to the
borrowers which other lending organizations like microcredit-lending NGOs can not
provide. Microcredit, as a tool for poverty alleviation and €mpowerment, particularly of
women, has gained credence in development dialogue the world over. Compared to the
formal lending institutions like banks, microcredit institutions tend to be much more
flexible and non-bureaucratic in respect to loan purpose, interest rates, collateral
requirements, maturity periods and debt rescheduling (Ghate et al. 1992:9, cited in Roth
1997). Usually, as the poor fail to reach banks, they approach NGOs; when NGOs fail to

provide loans as demanded, they approach moneylenders. Clearly there are some
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loopholes in the operational management of loans by the NGOs. The moneylenders,
despite their exploitative roles, operate within this vacuum of socio-cultural and political

space.

I examined who exactly are covered under the term target group by the NGOs. If
we consider the basic ethics like who deserves to be prioritized and then pulling the last
on the list to be first, then the extreme deserves attention. I found that NGOs nowadays
target those ‘who can repay’, rather than those ‘who need capital support’. From the
Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA, June 2006) on the relative wealth ranking of the loan
recipients from NGOs in Thakurtala fishing village, I found 58% of them are from
relatively better medium families, while 30% and 12% are from the poor and extreme
poor categories respectively. The most deserving poor and extreme poor categories are
not trusted well by NGOs. Almost all borrowers from NGOs in both study villages
complained the weekly repayment of ‘kisti’ (installment with interest) is counter-
productive and they are forced into another chain of indebtedness, and thus micro-credit
has transfigured as ‘credit fundamentalism’ to its borrowers?. Several NGOs are in
operation on Moheskhali Island; these are RIC, COAST Trust, SEP, ASA, GSK, and the
Nobel winning Grameen Bank. The loan ceiling is Taka 2000-15,000 (US$ 35-275);
effective rate of interest is around 25-40% per year®®. NGOs usually do not consider the
fishers eligible for a handsome loan as their profession is full of risk and uncertainty and
also they can hardly be reached for loan recovery as they remain outside the village for
most of the time. Fishers have no access to government commercial banks as they fail to
satisfy the requirements for ‘mortgage’, followed by the extra ‘speed money or bribe’

required for a loan.

2 The calculation is very tricky. One boat owner from Moheskhali borrowed Taka 200,000 (1US$= Taka
65) from NGO- BRAC at an interest rate of 12.5% for 18 months. With 18 months long payment on
installment basis, the capital and interest stands at Taka 237,500. As the paperwork was ready for this loan,
he found the loan is issued for 15 months only at Taka 15834/installment. On the first day, Taka 10,000
was deducted as ‘savings’; the borrower in fact used the capital for 7.5 months, though legally he was
expected to utilize Taka 200,000 for 18months. The effective rate of interest is around 30% and it will be
more if we deduct Taka 10,000 taken off on the first day.

* For example one woman took a loan from an NGO for poultry rearing or vegetable gardening. She will
not be in a position to get saleable items of poultry or fruits/vegetable in a week, but she will be forced to



Clearly this is a shift from the humanistic approach widely adapted by NGOs in the
early seventies and eighties, to a more profit-centred efficient credit lending institutions
(Buckland 2004). As mentioned earlier, NGOs mainly use the group dynamics of saving
groups for the recovery of the loan (around 99% in most cases), but fail to use these
social capitals for true socjal mobilization for empowerment. One NGO field officer said

it well:

‘Ultimately this is business. As an employee, I am responsible Jor collection of money

- from the field, if I Jail to do so, default money will be deducted from my salary; why
should 1 be risking myself for the poor? The poor ‘eats up’ major part of the loan for
‘calming down their Jamily bellies’. Where will they invest and make profit? A poor
is a poor by destiny and will remain as a poor, nobody trusts them.’ (interview with
Mahbubul Islam, 38, NGO personnel, Moheskhali)

Many villagers term micro-credit as formalized efficient pseudo-usury system with
different sets of tactical terms and conditions. It is said that the dadonders’ occasionally
give waivers on interests but the NGOs never do, rather the NGO activists do everything
possible (like snatching domestic animals, taking off roof tin, taking off ornaments) for
full recovery of their money. I found there are some elderly members of different NGOs
who are engaged in a different type of usury system; they borrow higher amounts of
money from the NGOs (interest rate @ 25-40%/yr.) and lend that money to non-
members at a much higher interest rate (@180-240%/yr.). There is little or very limited
scope of utilization of money for productive purposes. This is especially true for the
landless. One borrower can refund money with interest only when his/her income
surpasses the amount of installments over a certain period of time; otherwise s/he is
bound to become a defaulter. In such instances, the activists come forward with a greater
loan amount and deduct the previous unpaid amount to ‘regularize the transaction’. At
one stage the loanee becomes loaded with the pressure of the extra amount of loans, The
microcredit programs create favorable grounds to accelerate the ‘dadon’ in some cases in
the way that to avoid becoming defaulter, the loanees have to borrow from moneylenders
to pay the installments of the NGOs,

Table 6.10 shows some prevalent types of ‘dadon’ that 1 recorded from the study
area. Fishers receive ‘dadon’ for a host of reasons (like feeding family members in non-

fishing seasons, dowry, emergency treatments, purchase of gear, renovation of craft, etc.).
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Table 6.10: Prevalent forms of ‘dadon’ (moneylending) observed in the fishing villages

Types

Basic features (US$1=Taka 65)

‘Bondhoki
dadon’
(Mortgage
loan)

The lender keeps ornaments, land documents, silver, motorcycle, nets, engine and
similar valuable goods as mortgage depending on the amount of money. Around
80% of the total value worth of the mortgage is given as loan; loan for 1 year
maximum; capital along with monthly interest is to be paid on instaliment; yearly
interest rate 84%-120%; interest BrOWs up at compound rate. Fishers take this Joan
for purchasing or repairing boats, engines and nets prior to fishing season. On failure
to repay, mortgaged properties are owned by lenders or sold out at lender’s unilateral
decision. Loan size usually varies from US$60-2250

Fishing
‘dadon’

The wholesalers or stockist of the fish market provide this type of ‘fishing dadon’ to
the owners of boats (ranging US$150-7500) at the beginning of the season for
numerous expenses on the condition that all the costly exportable high quality fish
will have to be handed over to the lender at rates fixed by him. The boat owner can
not sell fish elsewhere without informing lender; price set by lenders is usually 15-
40% less than the existing market rate; additionally 4 kg fish for every 100 kg kept
by lenders free as an excuse for ‘dirt in raw fish’. After each trip, price of fish is cut
down; amount due is shifted for next seasons but with no interest; the lender seizes
boats and nets in case of total failure

‘Mashik
dadon’
(Monthly
loan)

Small lenders do business in their own villages with a limited capital; medium level
families are seen to be engaged in this type rather than the big recognized lenders;
fishers’ wives or fishers prior to their fishing operations lend small amounts of
money; no signed document but the account is maintained by the lender; in case of
failure in monthly installment, interest is compounded; limited in numbers, Loan
size was found to vary between US$ 7.5-90; interest 120-244% per year

‘Trip dadon’
(Trip-based
loan)

Owners of small boats get this loan from local lenders when they face crucial
problem in course of fishing operations. The amount given is for a single trip period
of 15 days. The money is to be paid back in full amount with the interest at the end
of the trip. In case of failure, at least interest js cleared. Moneylender can seize boat
or net for equivalent amount of money after 3 months; no written agreement; money
is given in presence of steerer and a few more fishers. Loan size is US$ 150-300;
interest is 60-100% per month

‘Sonadia
dadon’
(Sonadia
Island-based
loan)

A widely known usury system for the ‘dry fish producers’ and medium level boat
owners usually taken for construction of fish drying yards and buying raw fish. Loan
size varies from US$300-3000; loan taken for 5-6 months; Taka 10,000 is paid as
interest for an amount of USS$1500 each month; remainder is credited for the next
season without interest. Usually no written agreement; a plain signed paper is kept
for new loanees

‘Sadashya
dadon’ (NGO
member loan)

Old members of NGOs with access to higher amount of loan from multiple NGOs
lend the money to non-members or who are in emergency; usually confined among
the villagers and no written document is kept. They give NGOs @30-40% per year
but lend to others @100-120%/yr. Profit margin is high. Loan around US$15-75

‘Pan dadon’
(betel leaf
loan)

The Moheskhali Island is famous for her delicious betel leaf in the country. Small
farmers and seasonal fishers get this usury from the local wholesalers of betel leaves.
On market day, the farmers supply leaves to the stockist and the stockist deducts the
price on the basis of ‘grade or quality of the leaves’. Usually farmers get around 60-
70% of the urban retail market price; loan varies from US$ 30-150, no compound
interest

‘Moushumi or
dhani dadon’

Usually during monsoon seasons the paddy farmers get the loan for ‘Aman’
plantation. Farmers give 7 ‘ari’ dried paddy (around 122 kgs) to lender for every
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(Seasonal or | US$ 7.5; benefit level over US$ 7.5 is US$ 4.90 at the end of 5 months. No interest
paddy loan) or installments in between. Loan is around US$ 15-75; interest around 10% a month

Time dadon’ | Taken for familial urgencies; interest paid on weekly basis; if somebody fails to
(Time-based repay the capital at a time, the interest continues to be paid. The loanee has to go to
loan) lender’s house for paying the money; loan size US$3-30; interest 5% per week

Current dadon | This implies the worst form of usury; extremely poor people become victims of this
(Electrifying usury; interest rate is low on a daily basis but very high on a monthly basis; no
loan) written agreement or mortgage; one witness required. Loan size US$3-30; interest
1% a day or 30% per month

Hazari dadon | The Hilsa netters take this for a certain lunar period prior to Hilsa season. Two
(Thousand conditions: no interest but 50% of the existing market price for the catch or US$3 as
based loan) interest for every US$15 (Takal000) at the end of lunar cycle; loan size US$75-750;
interest rate 40% per month

‘Chal dadon’ | This special type is recorded from the Muslim fishing villages- ‘Meheriapara,
(Rice loan) Taziakata, Ghotibhanga and Charpara’ of Moheskhali. The women lend money and
take rice instead of money for interest as receiving interest is prohibited in the
religion. For every US$75, a bag of 40 kg rice is to be given by the loanee after 3
months. Loan size US$75-1 50; interest around 50% per year

Source: Series of FGDs, case studies and key informant interviews, Moheskhali Island, 2005-2006.

Hindu fishers usually receive ‘dadon’ from the same-caste moneylenders if the
amount is small, but the Hindu boat owners (who are again money lenders within
community) consider it safe to receive loans from the Muslim wholesalers whom they
consider ‘powerful thug’ with a view to protecting fishing assets and getting ‘social
security’ in the event of sectarian violence. In most of the ‘dadon’ systems under which
documents are kept, the signed papers are kept blank to the lenders. Later, on failure of
payment, the lenders reportedly put exaggerated figures and conditions beyond the verbal
agreement and capture properties of the borrower. I investi gated a series of ‘dadon’ cases
in Thakurtala fishing village and came to know that three fishers (Bachon Jaladas,
Nilmoni Jaladas and Bamacharan Jaladas) had to leave the village as they failed to repay
the loans. Jatish Jaladas, a boat owner of Thakurtala, received a loan of Taka 400,000
(USS$ 6155) from four moneylenders that cumulatively increased four times in four years.
He had to sell all his boats, nets and land properties to get rid of the loans, but his
indebtedness continued. One fisher committed suicide as he eventually failed to repay his

loan. These types of negative cases are many in number in the coastal fishing villages.

6.3. Coping strategies and livelihood diversification
Each family has a different epic of struggle for addressing poverty correlates and traps,

and socio-economic transitions and tensions. How do the poor families figure out their
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coping actions? Salmi (2005: 24) nicely conceptualizes that ‘for each life-mode there is a
corresponding specific conceptual universe which is quite distinct from that of other life-
modes’. Murphy and Moriarty (1976) put forward that coping strategies of households
may include defense mechanisms, active ways of solving problems, and techniques for
overcoming manifold stresses. Marschke and Berkes (2006) provided an account of the
resilience-building mechanisms in the face of multiple stresses and shocks among the
fishers of Kompong Phluk and Koh Sralao, Cambodia. Some of the actions that helped to
build resilience are: formation of local committee, rethinking local actions for mangrove
and fishery conservation, patrolling to prevent theft and illegal activities, monitoring
general environment, use of social networks and exchange of labor, diversification into
non-fishing activities, growing fingerlings for aquaculture, creating fish sanctuary, and

more interaction with NGOs.

Section 6.2 examined some important sources of vulnerabilities and their impacts,
In this section, I will examine the mechanisms fishers use to re-establish their livelihood
functions using some dynamic strategies. This section, based on empirical observations,
puts forward a set of common actions taken by the fishers in their food crises period.
Such coping actions are intricately related to livelihood resilience. I want to illustrate one
of my ‘intensive household-leve] cases’- ‘Nirala Jaladas’ (Thakurtala fishing village,
Moheskhali, Cox’s Bazar), that provides details about the real life struggle in the fishing

villages.

‘An epic of struggle for survival’

Her husband Bijay Jaladas (45) was part of a fishing crew. The boat was capsized by a
cyclone on 3 July 1997 near the Sunderbans mangroves forest in the sea. All the 12 crew
members died except the steerer.

had even no hand gloves; my body used to smell horrible. My youngest son ofien suffered
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Jrom diarrhea and dysentery as he used to suck milk Jfrom my ‘dirty body’ (literally breast
Jeeding) during the work.’ Nirala continues.

Despite such grim poverty and hopelessness, Nirala Jaladas took the manual job of
repairing muddy roads under the management of CARE Bangladesh. With what she was
able to save, she managed to settle marriages for three of her daughters with very little
offerings and dowry to the bridegrooms, partly depending on support from relatives and
neighbors. Now she has a debt of Taka 16,000 (around US$ 240) with the women’s
group, shopkeeper and moneylenders. She has been in perpetual pressure from those who
lent her money for returning the capital though nobody tries to get any interest from her.
One moneylender, however, grabbed her homestead land. NGOs did not give her loan as
she was considered incapable of paying weekly installments. In the last nine years, she
did not buy any clothes-old or new. Her eldest son read up to class four and then ended
up as a child labor in a small boat. Last year, she got a ‘VGF card’ (Vulnerable Group
Feeding) from the local government. In a year, she got 16 kg rice and Taka 100 (around
2USS$) (note: officially 20 kg, local chairman kept 4 kg for ‘miscellaneous costs’).

What is noteworthy in this case is that Nirala, in the absence of her husband, had to
take reality-driven decisions; she had to borrow from her kin; she developed techniques
to minimize sufferings of hunger; her social relations extended beyond her village as she
received critically needed support from a local benevolent person; she had to work hard
to manage at least a meal a day for her sons and daughters; she benefited from a rural
construction project and vulnerable feeding programs; she had to make complex
negotiations with many outside attribute and yet she complies with all the social rules and

regulations.

Each household has different defensive mechanisms with sets of relationships and
networks that are subject to continuous renewal, acceptance and rejection based on the
services, reciprocities and conflicts of interest. With differing degrees of dependence,
fishers have both positive relationship categories (usually including relatives, friends, kin,
neighbors) and negative relationship categories (hostile groups that negatively impact the
livelihood functions of poor fishers at different layers). Members of the poor fishing
families can signal well about the advent of ‘bad days’, and a psychological preparation
surfaces among the members. Urmila Jaladas (42) of Thakurtala fishing village

comments from her experience:

“Each fishing family itself is a story of coping actions for mere survival. Each
year, we face serious food crises during monsoons; monsoons and storm surges
damages whatever scanty we have; fishing is suspended; there is no work in the
locality as the heavy rain and flood disrupts all activities around; we exhaust
stocked grains, cut off all expenses, sell the livestock, do whatever we can to earn

some money..... and the final action is mental preparation Jor prolonged
starvation, our kids also know about these ups and downs’.
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This psychological preparation is important for all the poor households. Once the
crises are over, fishers sharpen their experiences or social memories that help them to
undertake precautionary mechanisms in future shock and stresses. Table 6.11 provides a
general picture of survival strategies and coping mechanisms. These coping actions are

broadly categorized into six major categories:

i. reduced food intake and nutritional quality (eating less food, irregular meals, purchase
of foodstuff on credit, exchange of foodstuff with neighbors),

ii. reduction in family expenses (deferring social celebrations like marriage, and avoiding
new clothes/ medicines/ educational materials/house repair),

iii. monetary actions (use of savings, loan from different sources),

iv. use of other capitals (leasing land and fishing equipment, selling of properties and
valuable effects),

v. intensification of labor (use of excessive physical labor of the adult and child), and

vi. other actions (like displacement, change of profession and begging).

Each of these categories involves some specific actions, which vary from family
to family. It is seen from the Table 6.11 that women in both villages have to take less
food or irregular meals compared to their male counterparts. It is interesting to note that
though the fishers mentioned a series of important crises they face, they tend to focus
more on day-to-day survival strategies. The inevitable consequences of a decline in
family income during bad seasons are reflected in the quality and quantity of food intake.
Food-insecure households make strategic decisions to bridge their consumption deficit,
and also to draw balance between its longer term economic and social costs. Decisions of