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INTRODUCTION 
West Bengal is the eastern most coastal state in India, situated to the northeast of Odisha and 

shares a long international boundary with Bangladesh. It has a coastline of 158 kms (measured 

as per baseline), but counting all the numerous crisscrossing islets, it comes up to 534 kms. 

The coast is spread across two coastal districts of East Midnapore and South 24 Parganas. It 

has a total of 171 panchayats on the coast, down from 188 in 2010. Fishing communities 

constitute a total population of 368,816 according to the CMFRI Marine Census of 2016, 

reduced from 380,138 in 2010.  

The East Midnapore district has coasts along the open sea, with long sandy beaches, similar to 

the coasts of northern Odisha. This coastline is filled with sand dunes with frequenting salt 

marshes. The South 24 Parganas district has the Hoogly river delta as well as the largest single 

block of tidal halophytic mangroves of the world, Sundarbans. This is one of the largest deltaic 

regions in the world. The Ganges, Damodar, Silali, Kasai and Hooghly are a few of the 

prominent rivers of the state draining into Bay of Bengal, forming the funnel shaped Hooghly 

estuary. These regions are affected by tides, tropical cyclones and storm surges.  

Geologically, the Sundarbans are of recent origin, raised by the deposition of silt sediments 

through the Himalayan rivers. The process has been accelerated by tides from the sea face. The 

substratum consists mainly of soft Quaternary Era sediments, sand and silt mixed with marine 

salt deposits and clay, with the absence of any hard rock layers. Geologists have detected a 

south eastern slope and tilting of the Bengal basin during the Tertiary. Because of neo-tectonic 

movements during the 10th-12th century AD, the Bengal Basin titled eastward. Evidence from 

borehole studies indicate that while the western side of the Sundarbans is relatively stable, the 

south eastern corner is an active sedimentary area and is subsiding (Bandopadhyaya, 2019)1. 

This shows the geological dynamic and vulnerability of the region. 

Status of the coast and communities 

Fisheries  

The traditional fishing methods in West Bengal were drift gillnetting for hilsa and other species 

and set bagnets known as Behundi. They were used both in the estuary, during summer, as well 

as in the open sea, during the winter months. Bottom-line fishing known as Dhon and gillnets 

were also used, but to a lesser extent, in both the maritime districts. Seasonal gear, such as boat 

seines and encircling gillnets known as Jangal and Kachal, were also employed besides shore 

seines. The traditional fishing crafts were of various types such as chot, salti, dinghi, bachary 

and pattia, traditionally made of wood with a much shallower arc cross section, suitable for 



estuarine waters, and calm inshore waters.   Fishermen belong to Scheduled Castes such as 

Jalia Kaibarta, Jhalo Halo, Mal and Rajbhansi (FAO, 1990).  

In 1989-90, West Bengal initiated the Integrated Marine Fisheries Development Project with 

an idea to uplift the socio-economic condition of poor fishermen belonging to SC/ST 

communities engaged in marine fishing activities. During the project period (Phase I to IV), 

950 mechanized fishing boats were distributed through Primary Marine Fishermen's Coop. 

Societies Ltd. in both Purba Medinipur and South 24 Parganas districts, assisted by the National 

Cooperative Development Corporation (NCDC) and the Fisheries Department of Govt. of West 

Bengal. However, in reality, ownership of mechanised boats is highly skewed towards non-

fishers.  

As of 2018, West Bengal has 7 fishing harbours, and 66 fish landing centres (Kothis) with 3098 

mechanised boats, 6400 motorised and 5897 non-motorised crafts. Around 32,609 women are 

engaged in various marine fisheries activities including fish seed collection and post-landing 

activities in the coastal districts (CMFRI Marine Census 2010).  A total of 5.92 lakh women 

are engaged in the fisheries sector as a whole including all forms of culture and capture fisheries 

throughout the state (Fisheries Statistics Handbook, 2018).  

Fish production is dominated by culture fisheries. West Bengal exports seafood worth $ 530.9 

million which accounts for 11.33% of India’s total seafood export2.  

 

Brackish water aquaculture was traditionally practiced in West Bengal in bheries (manmade 

impoundments in coastal wetlands). Tidal water was impounded in the inter-tidal mudflats by 

raising bunds. Tidal water with all assorted fish and shrimp seed was allowed to enter through 

sluice-gates during high tide. Thus, with no additional inputs and feeds, except that of trapping 



the naturally bred juvenile fish and shrimps, these systems had been sustaining production 

levels between 500–750 kg/ha/year with shrimp contributing 20–25 percent of the total 

production (FAO, 2005)3.  

West Bengal intensified efforts during the Sixth Plan (1980-85) to develop coastal aquaculture 

(FAO, 1993)4, which began to boom with the World Bank-funded Shrimp and Fish Culture 

Projects from 1990 onwards, which included pond site development infrastructure such as 

cyclone and flood protection dykes to secure the intertidal areas. The initial boom was based 

on wild caught shrimp fry by marine fishers, which led to juveniles of many species being 

depleted. By the early 90s, World Bank funded hatcheries emerged and replaced wild shrimp 

fries (World Bank, 1991)5. These changes have transformed aquaculture in Bengal from 

traditional and improved traditional towards intensive aquaculture.  

As an institutional setup for the promotion of intensive aquaculture, the West Bengal Fisheries 

Corporation was set up in 1980 specifically with the objective to produce fish seeds. A majority 

of the water bodies in the state were leased out for aquaculture through various cooperatives 

which were federated under West Bengal State Fishermen Cooperative Federation Ltd 

(BENFISH). In 1987, the state government launched a ‘Social Fishery Scheme’ where 

government under which water bodies regulated by government departments and institutions 

were pooled and usage rights assigned to groups of BPL beneficiaries selected by the elected 

panchayats (CMFRI, 2003)6.  As of 2014, more than 23,236 Ha of water bodies were leased 

out by the government (GoWB, 2015)7.   

Coastal Infrastructure and Industrialisation 

The Bengal coasts have played a significant role in shaping the economic and political history 

of the entire subcontinent due to the British development of Kolkata Port almost 300 years 

back. For long, this was the primary port on the Bengal coast, but being a riverine port without 

direct access to the sea, the government of India proposed a new port in the 1960s. This led to 

the development of the Haldia Dock Complex 57 Nautical miles downstream from Kolkata on 

the Hoogly river, which was commissioned in 1977, and offered a deeper draft of 8-13m 

compared to riverine Kolkata Dock Complex.  

The Haldia Dock Complex enabled the development of the Haldia Industrial Complex housing 

several factories including South Asian Petrochemicals Limited, Indian Oil Corporation 

Limited (IOCL) Exide, Shaw Wallace, Tata Chemicals, Petrochemical Complex (Haldia 

Petrochemical) and Hindustan Lever, in addition to various light industries and foreign 

companies, like Mitsubishi Chemical Company. From 1991 to 2004, the Haldia Industrial 

Complex alone accounted for 36% of all industrial investment into the state. By 2016, with 



about 400 industrial units, Haldia had an investment of over Rs. 11,200 billion and provided 

direct employment to about 12,000 persons8.  

The World Bank funded Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) Project – Phase 1 

consisted of pilots in the states of West Bengal, Gujarat and Odisha from 2010 onwards. Its 

objective was to assist Government of India in building national capacity for implementation 

of comprehensive coastal management approach in the country, and piloting the integrated 

coastal zone management approach. For the Pilot phase, the project area covered 13% of West 

Bengal’s coastline comprising of Sagar Island and Digha area. Its project activities included 

formulating plans for the coastal protection of erosion prone coasts in Digha and Sagar Island, 

and initiate sustainable livelihoods programme for the communities on those vulnerable coasts, 

as a measure of climate change adaptation. However, Sea walls and concrete structures were 

built all along the Digha coast which have furthered the erosion, and in the name of sustainable 

livelihoods, large scale tourism development activities were taken up which marginalised the 

coastal communities. 

Thus, this goes to show various developments on the coast before the formal onset of BE. 

ADOPTION OF BE 
This section would first briefly describe the major policy reforms initiated in West Bengal since 

the adoption of BE as India’s growth model for the coasts, followed by components taken for 

the purpose of this study. 

Policy Reforms: 

 

 

 

 



West Bengal Fisheries Policy 2015 

Vision 

Manage, protect, enhance and develop fisheries and aquaculture in the State and 

generate employment and improve livelihood, nutritional, socio-economic status, 

safety and welfare of the fishers through viable and sustainable eco-friendly strategies 

and programmes with the aim of “Fish for all, fish cultivation in all waterbodies”. 

Features 

 All open water bodies, irrigation canals/ khals/ tanks and reservoirs will be 

brought under the fold of culture based capture fisheries 

 Rice-fish culture and cage culture will be promoted wherever it is feasible, in the 

flood plains and drainable ponds. 

 Common 7-year lease periods for all panchayat controlled waterbodies to ensure 

free flow of bank credit. 

 Cluster approach for development of aquaculture, extension services, hatcheries, 

processing and marketing units. 

 Government regulated brackish water areas suitable for coastal aquaculture will 

be allotted to fisheries cooperatives, self-help groups, unemployed youth and 

private entrepreneurs, for a minimum period of 7 years 

 promoting Sustainable Aquaculture systems mentioned in the guidelines of 

Coastal Aquaculture Authority 

 Encourage PPP for fish landing centre and fisheries harbours 

 

Fisheries Investment Policy 2015 for MSMEs 

Vision 

Maximization of private investment on Government properties and private properties 

for setting up of Modern Fish Seed Production Units, Hatcheries, ornamental Fish 

Production Farm, Aquaculture in big water bodies, by micro, small, medium and large 

scale of industries' 

Features 

 Ensure free / easy flow of institutional credit for coastal aquaculture and related 

ancillary activities. 

 Policy exclusively meant for private sector, co-operative sector and joint sector 

undertakings for fish/prawn seed producing hatchery or aquaculture unit. 

 Investment Cell of Fisheries Department to function as Investment Promotion Unit 

to facilitate licences and enable private investments 



 Department owned land to be transferred on long term lease of 30 years to private 

entrepreneurs 

 Capital Investment subsidies of 40% and concessions on electricity, taxes, duties, 

Land conversion, etc.  

 

West Bengal Tourism Policy 2019 

Vision 

To Develop West Bengal as one of the most preferred tourist destination, generating 

gainful employment, economic opportunity, best-in-class facilities, and services. 

Features 

 Enforcement of tourism standards, guidelines for all hotels and homestays. 

 Compulsory registration and certification of all hotels, resorts, wayside amenities, 

homestays, and tour operators.  

 Focus on Ecotourism sector and guidelines for tourism close to biodiversity spots. 

 Establishment of Tourist Police Stations and Tourist Police personnel 

 Tourism Skill Development for all stakeholders 

 

 

 

 

West Bengal Tourism Policy 2016 

Vision 

To capture a lion’s share of India’s tourist footfall through improved Accessibility, 

Amenities, Advertising, aiming for Economic, Environmental and Social sustainability 

Features 

 6 primary tourist circuits – Himalayas, Foothills, Bengal Heritage, Coastal Bengal, 

Kolkata, Sundarbans 

 Products – Nature & Wildlife, History & Heritage, Eco & Rural tourism, Sports & 

Adventure tourism, Cruise, Plantation and Business tourism (MICE) 

 Tourism Department to identify land earmarked for tourism projects 

 Privatisation model - Government lays essential infrastructure and private 

investment for resorts and other tourism facilities. 



Fisheries 

In 2017-18, West Bengal produced 15.57 lakh tonnes through culture fisheries, while marine 

capture accounted only for 1.85 lakh tonnes. West Bengal also has 55% of India’s Ornamental 

Fisheries production. This dominance of culture over capture has been the trend for many years 

now. West Bengal has targeted culture fisheries as a sector for major economic growth. It is 

India’s second largest producer of fish, consisting of marine and inland after Andhra Pradesh. 

MPEDA estimates that though at present 55,211 Ha is under shrimp cultivation, West Bengal 

has 4,05,000 hectares of brackish water potential, making it the largest potential area in the 

country for shrimp production9. Further, the state has a total of 5,70,429 Ha of water bodies 

with potential for culture fisheries10.  Thus, its Fisheries Policy 2015 focusses on expansion of 

shrimp and fish farming on freshwater, brackishwater as well as permits leasing of farmland 

for intensive aquaculture. It remains entirely silent on SSF issues 

According to Coastal Aquaculture Authority, there are a total of 4114 registered aquaculture 

farms in West Bengal. The state government has also launched the Moyna Fisheries Hub in 

East Midnapore district11. The Irrigation and Waterways Department plans to divert 

freshwater from the rivers Rupnarayan and Kansabati through canals for this project, which 

has a potential to produce 60,000 to 70,000 metric tonnes of fish and shrimp annually.  

On the consumption side, West Bengal is a major consumer of fish and seafood products. The 

state has the second highest share of non-vegetarians at 98.55% and fish is part of the traditional 

Bengali diet across socio-economic categories12. Studies show that from 1995 to 2015, 

production has increased from 8.93 lakh tons to 16.17 lakh tons, while the demand is 16.52 

lakh tons and has not kept pace with the state’s own fish demand (Paul, 2016)13. Though this 

is claimed as an opportunity for investment in both the production chain as well as supply and 

value chains. However, in reality, the aquaculture production is focussed on the export market.  

Due to these push and pull factors, West Bengal has categorized fisheries as a sunrise sector 

providing investment opportunities in areas of fish production, fish exports, fish processing 

and fish tourism14. Its Fisheries Investment Policy 2015 specifically targets MSMEs for 

fish/prawn seed hatcheries or vertically integrated aquaculture units. These activities were 

previously performed by West Bengal Fisheries Corporation.  



West Bengal already has presence of several corporates 

in aquaculture who are increasingly vertically 

integrated such as IFB Agro which dominates the 

culture fisheries input markets as well as seafood 

export and increasingly foraying into direct retail 

outlets and online sales. There has been considerable 

investment through startups into online fish retail, like 

FreshToHome and Licious which are funded by an 

increasing number of Venture Capitalists15 which are 

looking at urban centres like Kolkata as growth areas.  

Fisherwomen are not only losing their domestic 

customers. But in addition to headloaders, the labourers 

who are employed and the self-owned categories of 

fishers (gears and crafts) are also losing out on the access to purchase during auction, where 

agents of larger companies are purchasing more of the catch at the cost fixed by them, and also 

pre-booking fish caught from many boats when it comes to marine fishing. When it comes to 

culture fisheries, the harvest is directly sold through contract to the companies. Thus, the role 

of women and self-employed in the fisheries supply and value chain is entirely marginalised. 

Fisherwomen are the major contributors of the existing supply chain. When the entire supply 

chain is being formalised, their space in the formal market will be shrinking. Like other daily 

wage earners, they will be forced to be casual labour, changing occupations often. Thus, 

traditional coastal communities and capture fishers, especially SSF are completely excluded 

from the sector itself.  

Ecologically, the expansion of aquaculture will expand the conversion of paddy farms to 

shrimp ponds. Studies show that the soils of East Midnapore are indeed turning into more saline 

and alkaline (Ojha et al, 2018)16.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spread of IFB’S AquaShop in West 
Bengal shows Coastal Focus 

 



Port-Led Growth 

As part of the Sagarmala programme, projects worth a total of Rs.19,633 crore have been 

allocated. This comprises Port Modernisation projects worth Rs. 2,029 crores, Port 

connectivity projects worth Rs. 16,194 crores inclusive of the National Waterway One, Port 

led industrialisation projects worth Rs.1317 crore and 

Coastal Community Development projects worth Rs.91 

crores, of which 85 crores is for the Swadesh Darshan 

Coastal Circuit. 

As part of the National Waterways plan, West Bengal 

has 16 rivers marked for inland transport, coming to a 

total of 2293 kms, which is 15.81% of the total 

waterways planned in India. This gives us a scale of the 

civil works, dredging and embankment constructions 

needed along these waterways to make them navigable. 

The entire riverine ecosystem will be at threat.  

Taking these initiatives forward, the state established 

the West Bengal Maritime Board in 2015. In fact, the 

state government was reluctant to form a Maritime Board despite the Maritime Board Act being 

passed in 2000. It was reported that the Eastern Naval Command, Visakhapatnam and the 

Coast Guard had pressed for a Maritime Board for West Bengal being an border state17. Thus, 

West Bengal remains the only state in India to have a Maritime Board even without having a 

minor port. 

Among the projects under Sagarmala is the Inland Waterway Terminal at Haldia which 

terminates NW 1 from Allahabad.  

Under Sagarmala, a number of projects have been lined up for Haldia Dock (under Kolkata 

Port Trust) such as LNG terminal servicing the Indian Oil refinery complex, Inland Waterway 

Terminal marking the end of NW 1 from Allahabad, as well as Outer Terminal 2 for liquid 

bulk cargo.  

Kulpi is the site of an upcoming Maritime Industrial Cluster with Ship Building and 

Recycling Yards, planned with Bengal Shipyard Ltd. Cochin Shipyard also recently acquired 

shipbuilding and recycling docks in Kolkata. However, Ship Recycling is a mere new term for 

National Waterways in West Bengal 

 

Figure 1 National Waterways in West Bengal 

 



Ship Breaking which remains an extremely polluting industry. With the increasing promotion 

of Inland Waterways, Kulpi is projected as a ship building and ship breaking hub for both 

coastal and inland shipping. In addition, the following industries are planned along the coasts.  

 

Under Sagarmala, Sagar Island was proposed as the site for deepsea port by the central 

government, in order to accommodate larger vessels requiring deeper draft than presently 

available at Haldia (8 m) or Kolkata (6 m). Elaborate plans were made for the Sagar Deepsea 

Port, and its connectivity to the Kolkata through a double decker bridge to Kakdwip. 

New Deep Seaport at Sagar 

 

However, the state government preferred Tajpur in East Midnapore district as the site for a 

deepsea port, since the navigation channel is deeper, giving a draft of 15 meters (Sagarmala, 



2016)18 and costing Rs.5000 crore. In comparison, the proposed Sagar Island Deepsea port 

would have a draft of 13.5 m in phases by 2035 costing Rs.16,000 crore (Sagarmala, 2016)19. In 

addition to these, the West Bengal government has planned minor ports across Haldia on the 

Hoogly River at Kulpi in a partnership with DP World20.   

However, the reality is that the entire Hoogly delta region is a heavy siltation zone, which 

makes the seas shallow and building deepsea ports unfeasible. The amount of capital dredging 

as well as maintenance dredging needed would damage not only the fishery resources, but the 

biodiversity of these silt-rich waters.  

The proposed land reclamations for either the Sagar port or the Tajpur port would also result 

in massive devastation on these fragile coasts. Not only the coasts, but disrupting the flow of 

silt from the river to the sea may lead to blocking of silt inland. Already with the increase in 

number of hydel power and Big Dam projects in the upper reaches of the Himalayan rivers, 

there is a reduced flow in these rivers21. In addition, these low lying coastal regions are acutely 

at the risk of global sea level rise. Indeed, the delta waters are increasingly saline due to a 

combination of these factors. To build such unviable, non-feasible (as it needs continuous 

dredging) infrastructure on these fragile and dynamic coasts would lead to untold disasters.      

Tourism 

Under Swadesh Darshan scheme of the central government, West Bengal has one Coastal 

Circuit comprising of Udaypur-Digha-Shankarpur-Tajpur-Mandarmani-Bakkhali-Henry 

Island-Frazerganj with a sanctioned cost of Rs.85 crores. This project is funded under the 

Sagarmala programme.  

Digha, being the site of the tourism development projects funded by World Bank under ICZM 

Programme has also been lined for further development with development of Amusement Park, 

Marine Aquarium, Dolphin shows and Shopping malls on land of over 32 acres, with an 

estimated investment of Rs. 80 crore22.  

To implement these initiatives, the state had brought out its Tourism Policy 2016. However, 

it was further revised after Sectoral Conference on Tourism at the 'Bengal Global Business 

Summit (BGBS)' and also 'Destination East' jointly organized by the West Bengal Tourism 

Department and the Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) in 2018, to incorporate the demands 

of corporate investors into tourism. This resulted in the formation of State Tourism Policy 

2019. There is a clear shift in the promotion of tourism from a commercial scale to an industrial 

level, pushing for complete formalisation and corporatisation of tourism. The policy not only 



leaves no room for informal sector, but the increased focus on securitisation of tourist spots 

points to further harassment of coastal communities with the proposed State Tourist Police.   

Implementing these policies, the state has 

set up an Eco-Tourism Advisory Board as 

the planning body for all ecotourism 

initiatives through Gazette Notifications No. 

WB/SC-247 No. WB(Part-1)/2015/SAR-

426. Through G.O No. 1774-For/G/6M-

29/15, the Board authorised Eco-tourism 

initiatives in Coastal Zones, Lake and 

reservoirs zones, Wetland zones and River 

zones.  

This includes the Jharkhali Eco-Hub, in 

South 24 Parganas district, which is a Rs.400-crore mega project to boost tourism infrastructure 

in Jharkhali on a public private partnership model with long-term lease. Jharkhali is one of the 

entry points to the Sunderbans. The proposed hub will have an eco-tourism park, high-end 

resorts, cottage homes, lake and clubhouse among others. It will also contain the world's first 

mangrove zoo to come up in Jharkhali at a cost of Rs.25 crore23. 

Still further, India and Bangladesh signed an MoU for cross-border passenger cruises in 

201524. Implementing this MoU, several plans have been readied for river cruises tourism 

through the Sundarbans on both the Indian and the Bangladeshi side, as part of a World Bank’s 

South Asia Water Initiative (SAWI) to promote regional cooperation and inclusive 

management of South Asian/Himalayan rivers. On the Indian side, the river cruise circuit runs 

entirely through the vulnerable habitats, though is designed to be on the boundary of the 

National Park. 

 



 

This plan is well integrated with the destinations being developed under Swadesh Darshan by linking 

with existing projects in Sagar Island, Frazerganj, Bhakkali, Jambudweep and Henry Island. 

 

Such plans would need enormous amount of dredging to create cruise infrastructure and 

militarisation to secure these investments, especially since they are cross-border initiatives. Not 

only would it damage the fragile ecosystems in these regions, but it would dispossess thousands 

of traditional communities, who are dependent on their access to these coasts, and inland 

waterbodies.  

 



Field Observations 
With the above perspectives, the research team proceeded with field visits to West Bengal in August 

2019, in collaboration with Dakshinbanga Matsyajibi Forum (DMF), the NFF member union from West 

Bengal. The empirical data was collected through field observations, interactions with communities and 

FGD with fishing union representatives and leaders.  

The field visit covered various themes like port-led development, tourism and fisheries and included 

the following: 

 Interaction with fisherwomen from 

Sundarbans. 

 Interaction with fishers in Dadonpatrobhar, 

East Midnapore district. 

 FGD with fishers marginalised by Digha 

coastal protection projects  

 Interaction with fishers from Haldia, East 

Midnapore district. 

 

Sundarbans – tourism promotion in the midst of climate change and habitat 
destruction 

Our visit to the Sundarbans was at Canning 

in South 24 Parganas district. We observed 

a vast number of tourist house boats and 

learnt that licenses are being given for a vast 

number of ecotourist resorts and lodges 

even within the Sundarbans reserve, which 

are often a source of pollution within the 

biosphere reserve.  

 
 Large number of Tourist house boats 

 

 

 



Fisherwomen narrated that they have traditionally been handpicking crab, prawn and small fish 

reported a steady drop in catch in the last 4 years consecutively. It was reported that apart from 

Trawlers who catch juveniles, and small fish like anchovies, there is an overall heightening of 

pollution due to increasing Tourism and Intensive Aquaculture farms in the Sundarbans. 

Women are forced to diversify to other livelihoods. 

With dropping fish catch, women fish vendors are 

increasingly under the grip of moneylenders as 

women’s cooperative societies are not getting govt 

support. Present generation is heavily migrating to 

TN, Kerala, and even Odisha to work in culture 

fisheries units.  

Due to lack of fish catch, fishermen and 

NTFP gatherers are increasingly forced to 

go deep into the Core areas for both fishing 

as well as honey gathering, which increases 

their risk to Tiger attacks. They shared the 

plight of these “Tiger Widows” who do not 

get compensation nor support from the government since fishers are deemed illegal 

encroachers into the core areas, which brought out the absence of political will of the 

government to register fisher’s boats, and provide them with BLCs.  

Despite the vulnerability of the Sundarbans ecosystem that is facing biodiversity loss as well 

as erosion and sea level rise, the promotion of cruise tourism will add to the vulnerability of 

this fragile ecosystem. 

Digha – Coastal protection and Tourism development 

We had and FGD with a group of SSF from Ratanpur village at the New Digha beach. Their 

village consisted of a total of 200 families who had been fishing from these coasts for over 3 

generations. We learnt that this beach was quite long and sandy, and that erosion began only 

about 20-25 years back. Government began to install rocks to halt this erosion near Old Digha, 

which worsened the problem and the beach has vanished now. Under the ICZM Programme, 

concrete structures were constructed along the Digha beach. The rock and concrete structures 

damaged the SSF crafts as they couldn’t land or park safely.  

 
Cement embankments built as protection against erosion 

 

Tourist Resorts deep into the buffer zone 



They did not go too far into the sea, and practiced shore seining, which requires a beach. Thus, 

as the shoreline got eroded, and as their boats got damaged increasingly, many have left marine 

fisheries. The number of boats have reduced from 40 to 6 in the 15 years.  

Even now, these 6 boats perform shore siening for 3 hours during low tide when the sea recedes 

and leaves space for the seining practice.  The women were all involved in sorting and drying 

of fish, but with the beach no longer available, they have lost their drying spaces, leading to 

women also getting away from the fishing operations. While most of the youth migrate for 

work, a lot of the women have become informal street vendors in the tourism sector of Digha.  

   
 

 

 

 
    

 

The last remaining sand dune in Digha is also slated to be razed down in order to build Digha 

Marine Drive. This kind of unviable and non-feasible infrastructure is bound to bring further 

destruction. 

Thus, the experiences of the fishers in Digha bring out the dispossession of the coastal 

commons of the fishing community in the name of coastal protection by ICZMP, and have 

been compelled to engage in tourism related service activities, which has been promoted to the 

hilt under ICZM.  

 
Concrete engineering structures as Sea Wall 

 

 
Fishers have lost safe parking spaces for their boats   

 



Haldia – dock expansion 

We interacted with fishermen from Nandigram – 1 block. Their families used to fish in the 

Haldi, Hoogly and Rupnarayan rivers that flow around Haldia dock on non-motorised boats. 

We learnt that when Haldia dock’s expansion with Oil jetties were implemented in the early 

1990s, around 300 families were evicted. They were paid meagre compensation, relocated 1.5 

kms away from the river banks, and were not even offered jobs at the dock, nor in the Haldia 

Industrial Area.  

The harassment from the Navy and Coast Guard stationed at Haldia docks ensured that fishing 

activity was completely stopped around the dock.  Even on the Haldi river and Rupnarayan 

river sides, fish are no longer available due to the increasing shipping activity at Haldia.  As a 

result, many have left capture fisheries and become fish vendors, while some have become 

casual labourers.  

The fish vendors operate between Haldia and Kolkata markets. However, with increasing 

competition, and entry of bigger traders, they expressed that small vendors are priced out of 

the market. Hence, many are having to settle for lower quality marine fish or even rejected 

culture fish.    

With the planned expansion of Haldia dock with 3 more terminals, further dredging, and with 

Rupnarayan river also planned as part of NW 5, they firmly expressed that there will be massive 

damage with no fish to catch on any of the rivers, with even more harassment from the security 

establishments.  

Dadonpatrabar – Erosion and land grabbing due to Aquaculture  

We visited the village of Dadonpatrabar and interacted with members of DMF. They shared 

that till 30 years ago, a single bagnet in the intertidal zone could yield 400 kgs fishing just on 

foot without boat. Contrasted with now where they are having to use boat with 6 nets, but total 

catch is less than 200 kgs per day.  

We learnt that the entire stretch from Mandarmani northwards for almost 25 kms on the coast 

were intertidal saltpans. But with the World Bank projects in the early 90s, embankments began 

to be built that blocked the sea and the intertidal zones. Thus, the intertidal zones were 

reclaimed and converted into shrimp farms. Since it blocked the flow of seawater and silt, the 

embankments (Dykes) were a type of land reclamation and are responsible for the level of 

erosion that spread to Digha leading to cascading erosion.  



 
Number of shrimp ponds right behind the Sea Dyke 

Further inland, vast number of paddy farms are converted into shrimp farms. We learnt that 

some indebted farmers are preferring to lease off their lands and earn a stable lease amount as 

revenue than the vagaries of agriculture.  

In Dahasonamui, we were informed about land grabbing where panchayat lands that were 

leased to village cooperatives were getting sub-leased to powerful entrepreneurs associated 

with the ruling party for shrimp aquaculture. With the growth of shrimp processing units in this 

region, we learnt that fisherwomen are increasingly working as wage labourers in these 

prcessing units, as there are few other opportunities available. 

They also mentioned the various CRZ violations by the tourist resorts in Mandarmani, which 

were causing erosion in their fish landing site in Dadonpatrabar. They mentioned that the 

trouble with mechanised trawlers is not only with regards to fishing grounds and capturing 

space over the rivers, but added that on such narrow and shallow channels such as Digha-

Mohana estuary, the sheer number of trawlers engines itself causes currents that erode the river 

banks.  



 
Eroding coasts near Dadonpatrabar, Mandarmani, Tajpur and beyond.  

Like other places, Dadonpatrobar fish landing site (Kothi) too is having a reduction in SSF 

boats due to scarcity of fish stock, from about 300 boat owners 30 yrs back, to only about 120 

boats now, out of which 60-65 are motorised (10 hp). Due to increased pollution of rivers and 

estuaries, industrial shrimp farms, tourism, the fish spawning and breeding habitats have been 

destroyed. Ultimately, when the resource is depleting, and the fishers resource rights are also 

being deprived, the plight of the coastal communities are at stake. 

 

ANALYSIS AND FINDINDS 
West Bengal represents a clear case of fishers are losing rights to their resources. Due 

to the rapid expansion in industrial aquaculture, the soils and groundwater are turning saline 

and alkaline, and there is land grabbing. Due to tourism, there is increasing pollution and loss 

of access rights. Due to port and related infrastructure, there is a total destruction of the riverine 

and marine ecosystem.  

Socio-Economic 

 The traditional fishers are completely marginalised from their resource base, from their 

livelihoods as well by invisibilising their rights in the policies. 

 With few fish to catch, there is no question that fisherwomen, fish vendors continue 

their livelihood. The observation that small fish vendors are getting denied access to 

formal marketing is also indicative of increasing privatisation which is promoted by 

government policy. Thus, the marginalisation of women is legitimised by policy and 

legislative interventions.  



 We observed that many traditional fishers are steadily leaving fishing for other works 

– as informal daily wage workers in cities, and migrant workers in tourist areas. These 

show the extreme casualization of labour, with no security of livelihoods. With BE, 

even these are threatened as we saw in the Tourism Policy 2019 which clearly promotes 

formalisation of all services, and even proposes an extension of law and order services 

in tourist spots to harass and dissuade informal vendors.    

Ecological 

 The visits to both South 24 Parganas district as well as East Midnapore district leave 

no doubts about the extent of devastation by erosion. Our observations are corroborated 

by data from the National Assessments for Shoreline Changes (NCCR, 20018)25 

As mentioned, Bengal’s coast has innumerable rivers flowing into it, and the entire 

Sundarbans itself formed by river silt depositions without any hard rock substrata. Thus, 

no amount of concrete structures is going to be free of erosion as the mud beneath the 

ground would just keep slipping away.  

Such a vulnerable coastline has been subjected to several infrastructural pressures from 

ports to sea dykes and sea walls. Blue Economy projects are expanding the scale of 

infrastructure construction on these coasts, which can only lead to severe disasters.  

 The extent of dredging works constantly needed to maintain the deepsea ports as well 

as the navigation channels along the Inland Waterways will not only damage the fish 

breeding habitats in the rivers and the sea, but as discovered in Dadonpatrabar, the 

running of the powerful engines on narrow and shallow channels may add to the erosion 

of the riverbanks.  

 

 Being low lying coasts, the increasing salinity of the waters in the Sundarbans are 

evident that the sea is indeed increasingly seeping into the Sundarbans, coupled with 

the reduced flow of freshwater from the Himalayan rivers due to Big Dams. This is 

indicative of sea level rise.   

Political  

By connecting 16 of West Bengal’s rivers, as Inland Waterways, the power to regulate these 

waterbodies have shifted from State to Centre. It is evident that future non-navigational uses 



of these rivers such as irrigation and fisheries will be under Centre’s controls. As mentioned, 

West Bengal does not have any minor ports, as its 2 existing docks at Kolkata and Haldia are 

both under the Centre’s control, including the newly proposed Sagar deepsea port. Even the 

port opted by the state government now has been taken over by the centre by claiming 75% 

ownership in the proposed Tajpur port.   

Throughout the observations, from Cross-border river cruises in the Sundarbans, or increased 

river navigation, or the proposed Tourist Police, there is no doubt that these are indicative of 

increased militarisation of the coasts, in order to secure the increased investments. The control 

of security forces over policy matters is also evident in the manner in which West Bengal was 

directed to establish its Maritime Board.  

The role of multinational agencies like World Bank is evident in not only promoting Coastal 

management systems, but also funding the inland waterways from Allahabad to Haldia as well 

as the cross-border river cruise with Bangladesh to foster Water Diplomacy and Cooperation.  

Thus, West Bengal is a glaring example of coastal communities being dispossessed of their 

resources, as well as planned destruction of those resources leading to complete exclusion of 

fishers from their livelihoods through legalisation and legitimate exclusion in the policy 

measures. The extent of casualization of labour is thus a denial of their traditional identity with 

their way of life and their resource base.  
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