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The 1987 Flood i11 Bangladesh: An 
Estimate of Dantage in Twelve Villages 

MUSHTAQUE CHOWDHURY 

INTRODUCflON 

Bangbdesh occupies the greater part of 
the Bengal Basin, tlanked by the Rajmahal 
hills in West Bengal, India •md the 
Shillong Plateau in Meghalaya, lndi~L The 
country is poor and is known to the world 
community as a "perennial basket case", 
through the courtesy of the international 
media . 

BJngladesh has a long histnry of 
na tur .1l disasters, such as cyclones, 
storms , surges, tidal bores and floods. 
Every year about a third oi the country 
fact'S tluods, which arc associated with 
annual nwnsoon rains that pour into the 
entirt: Canges-Brahmaputra-Meghna 
Ba:-ins between June and October. Such 
tlol)ds arl' nurmal and an.> taken as part of 
nonn.ll life . People do not face much 
difficulty .1s they adjust their lives to it, 
ior e>.3mple, by gn)\ving deep v:;:~ter rice 
and by building hnusl' structures on 
r.:~ised land. llu\vt•ver, fl,•uding ha~ given 
riSL' to c,li.Jmity a numbvr oi time::. and 
bet ween 1 Sl5-l and 1lJK-l, major disasters 
havt: occurrl'd tvn tinws (Hosso.ain t.'l a/ ., 
19o7) or once in every liHt'l' year:> . 

The mo~t fL'Ct•nt Llf such dv vas tating 
floods occurn·J in 1 9ti7 .111d tu nJ.Jny , it 
w,ls tlw most dis.tstrous c..tl.llnit\· in tlll~ 

past 70 y•-'d r :-.. Tlw d.llll.l );l' du,· to tlti ::. 
t'>.Cl'ptillll;dly dvv p (jll\11.1 \\'.1:-. t'JI<lJTJI\IU !->. 
~. i!i l ll\.dl y till' Cll~l 11.1 ~ lh'<'ll Jlllt ;I S lii g l1 

111', /·.'. II ·. W , VIJl.lJMI'. I:' 1\!ll:d lll.J.: ·I 

as 40 billiun taka (or USSi 1.3 billion). To 
estimate th~ damage of th~ 1987 tlood at 
the micro (household) level, the Research 
and Evaluation Division oi the 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement 
Committee (BRAC) undertook a survey in 
twelve villages of two districts. This 
reports iindings from that survey. 

METHODS AND MATEI\IAL~ 

The Research and Evaluatiun Divisiun of 
BRAC has lwen carrying out a numb..:r of 
longitudinal studies in 1\,·l.'h·l.' \ ·ill.:Jges 
since December 1986. Seven of these 
villages are situatt>d in Manikganj di s trict 
in central I3angi.:Jdesh .:tnd ii,·e in 
Joypurhat district in north-vvest 
Bangladesh. All the villages were morl' or 
less ailecteJ by tlw 1lJI')7 floud~. thl' 
Manikganj villages being most ~ev erL'I y 

affeckd . ManikgJnj is cluse to Aricha 
wherL' two l.Hgl' river:., th l' JarnuniJ and 
Padma, ml'L'l. BesiJt•s. two ot11l-r ~mall 

rivers tl~\'' through it. On the other hand, 
Joypurhilt is situatt.:Li furthL'r <IV..'ay from 
the big river~ and i~ cl()st: tu the 
'Bnrl'ndr .• · ;1reo.a which i~ ch.tr<.Jt·teri:-.ed by 
:-.llllrt.Jgv of l'.',ikr .tJhl h1 t;l lvf l.tJIJ . TJ,e 
prt•:-.,·rlCL' 111 J'l'sv.trd i tvo~n1 :-. rn the:-l' 
vill.t; ; ~ · ~. vn.ddvJ .1 d. ·t.~ ilt · d ~ lud y tu l:w 
tJrt,l, ·ri.J! ., ·n 1111 (Ill'"! ,!. Jitl o~;•, v :1 t1J ih 
i iJij'" ~"l. Till '> '' 'l'•• rt . IHt\\'o·\·,· r. ,Jt.,d ~. \'>itl1 
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the Jluud J.tll1.1)~l' unl y. A !->tructured 
quL':>til>nn.lirl' w..Js ..Jdlllinisterl'd to l'dL·h 
lwuselwiJ suun .tfll:r the flood w,1ter 
reCL'Ul.'d , in which ljlll~!->tions wen· ,1skL·d 
about the dam.1ge c.tu::,ed by the flouJ . 
Separ.1le questions wen: a::,ked il)r t.:..Jch 
category of J.1moge ond information,_:_vas 
recorded on the type of d.:1magc as well -its 
values in taka . 

It should be noted that such 
information on damage is often inflated 
by respondents . Measures were, 
however, taken to obtain reJsonably 
accurate information. Since the research 
team had been staying in these ·villages 
ior more than a year, and carrying out 
dificrent in-depth research projects 
involving all households, this enabled 
them to know the households more 
closely than would have been possible for 
outside interviewers . The respondents 
were asked to specify losses in physical 
terms, which made it easier for our 
interviewers to cross-check with their 
own knowledge about the households . 
Information lll1 physi..:al losses were 
converll'J into their equivalent taka valuL' 
by the interviewers, on the basis of local 
norm.:~! prices . Some over-reporting on 
the lossL's , howevL'r, ..:~mnot be ruled out 

2'J~ 

.1nd this m<~ y bL· di s pr(Jp()rtionatd y higher 

.1mon1~s t the l.t11downing hou SL'hlJids . 

I<ESULTS 

Number of Households Affected 

Table I shows the number of households 
which, in sume way or other, were 
affected by tht~ Jlonds, as reported by tht.: 
heads of -.t hese houst:holds. 

The table ::,huws that ..J brge propor­
tion of households were ..Jfit:cteJ by the 
flood and that this proportion varied 
between the unions. More households in 
Manikganj district were aiiected, rising to 
90% in 13aliakhura uniun. 

Table 2 shows the number oi house­
holds that sought refuge elsewhere 
because the floods made it diiiicult for 
them to live in their own houses. It shows 
that nearly 10 percent o i housenulds in 
the study vilbges ut ~lanikganj district 
had to seek refuge elsewhere . 

Flood Dam.1gc 

Total lo~:; . Table 3 shows the total loss 
due to tlL)ud in the surveyed househoiJs, 
in taka equivalen ts . lt shows th.lt average 

TABLE 1 
Number .wd % uf households affected by floods in twcl vc vill.1ges, by union 

and district 

t\f, ' · "' l'ilf,,s, ·~ T, ,t,i/ N<~ . ,,, :\,1. ,,, / Il l " " ,,( 11/-1 
L/ 11 /l l/1 . :> ll l i't'lit ·d "''""' ·h ,•/,/ 1 1// I J ,/( f,·.H,f ,,,,..d,·.! 

lktil.l 2 22:1 q:; ·i 2 .o 

].1:-; ir 2:2lJ I 'l l• oS . 1 
ll.di.ll-.lh>f.l 2 1'-JM 17S SlJ . y 

c, 'f'lll.l t f'ltr t'l-1 122 /l) . ~ 

1\..un 1-. ri :-. h 11.1 f •u r 1-lt) 12'1 SK.:l 

llh . l,l~h.l 2 22() ''3 ·12 .:1 
I lh,•l.d1.1r 2 211 'J ) ·i'l . tl 

I 1.11 .11.1 r.1 21·1 :'~ .>tU 

~ 12 t :;9') •ht) :1 '1 . 11 

----··-- ·- ·· ·· -· · ·· 
lli ~ , .. V .. >ll · l\' • \llll' :o- 11 · l ~ \:l i ~ II I LI\ ·I 
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fvlllshtaqut• Chowdhury 

TABLE 2 
Numb~r of hous~hulds which sought refuge clscwher~ because of flood, by district 

Total 1-lll~ No . sc,·J.:i,s rc:fil.\:t' •y,, sccki "S refuse 
Dzstr·i,·t Slll'l 1t'.ll<'d dscwJz,•rc dsrwilere 

1\\.lllikg.:mj 950 91 9.6 
J~,~·purh.1t 6-15 0 1.2 

Tt)l.JI 1595 Y'-J 6.2 

TABLE 3 
Total loss (in taka equivalents) in all surveyed households as well as average 

loss per household, by districts 

No. of HHs 
District surveyed 

Manikganj 950 
joypurhat 645 

ltbS per household was 80 percent more 
in /1.·1::\nikganj villages than in Joypurhat. 

Toi.z! iuss 1'.11 lund!wldin:.; Ctllt'StJri,·s. Table 4 
examine~ the total t1oud losses by dif­
lcn.•nt l.mdholding groups. For con­
\'enience, we have divided the house­
holds into tv .. ·o types oi households -
bndless <:~nd l.lndowners. Households 

Total los:; Average lvss per 
(taka) lwu:;e/wld (taka) 

6,228,399 6,556 
2,351,607 3,682 

having no or up to -19 decimals of land 
have been categorised as landless and 
households having 50 decimals or more 
have been call'gorised as landowners . It 
shows that a landless family lost an 
amount of taJ;u 2,540 in Manikganj and 
l•lktl 1,6+4 in Joypurhat. Compared to this 
lhL' landowners lost taka 14,389 and tuka 
7,024 respectively in Manikganj and 
joypurhat. 

TABLE 4 
Total flood losses and average household losses (in taka equivalents) 

by landholding categories .. 

l..Jnzd!wldin>; 
categury (in 
dc:cinw/:.J 

--- --- - - - -

Manikganj 
Tutal Av. pa 111-1 

( t1kaJ (taka) 

I , S-15, !J(J!:l 

·1,1>33,31 I 
2, 5-11J 

J.J,lH'J 

I ll:./\ '.1 1.1 ·::; vr JI.UMI. 1:2 N LJMI:!-.1< ·I 
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Tuta/ 
!tak;l) 

oo'1 ,h2K 

I ,I>K:1,77'J 

}oypu r!w I 
/ \ 11 . f!C:r 1111 

(tdka) 

l , ll-I.J 
/' ,02·1 



Los~ l'.lf catcsnrit•;-; tlf d.lllltiSt'. We nnw 

ex.unine tlw lll:'SL'S by llhlking <It indivi­
dual categoriL'S. TablL· 5 shm·vs the losses 
duL' to dam.1ge Ill st.mding crops, sus­
tained by lhL' l\\'o lath.:ilhllding categories. 
It shm•vs th.lt although tlw difference in 
cwp ~..bmage bdv-'l.'en .Manikganj and 
Joypurh.:~t \\'ilS substanti;ll ior the l.md-

pan•d ILl otlwrs such as d;un.l£L' to sl.tnd­
ing crops. 

Table 7 shows the klsses due In dam.tgl' 
to poultry and livestLKk . Averap,L' loss per 
housdwld is great~..•r in Manikg;:~·nj, as 
iound previously with other types of 
losses . 

TAI3LE 5 
Loss (in tilka equivalents) due to damage to standing crops 

Manikganj ]oypurhat Luuiiwlding 
Clllcsvry (in 
decimals) 

Loss due to Avaage loss Loss due to Al•cmsc loss 
C1'VJ' damage per HH crop d.zmase pa J-JJ-1 

0--49 
50+ 

586,678 
3,612,298 

996 
11,218 

333,076 
1,257,010 

861 
5,237 

owning class, it was not so for the 
landless. Standing crop loss for the land­
less is related to the crops which were 
sharecropped by them . .It was the A111an 
season and most damage was caused to 
this crop. Other crops which were aifected 
included aush, jute, vegetables, etc., 
much oi which were par~tially damaged . 

Table 6 shmvs the losses due to 
damage to house structures. Two things 
are revealing here_ There appears to be 
little difierenct betvveen the two districts 
with respect to damage to house struc­
tures, and the diiterencc between the 
bndhulding groups is negligible com-

Table 8 shows the losses due to damage 
to other categories (ver;etables, trees and 
fisheries)_ 

DISCUSSION 

This paper sought to report results from 
an investigation oi damz.t ge done by the 
floods of 1987 in t·..velve villages of 
Manikganj and Joypurhat districts of 
Bangladesh . The investigation , through a 
structured questionnain:, was carried uut 
soon after the tlood \·va ters recedL·d. 

The damage done by thi ~ flood was 
monumental, and has bL'en rl'porkd quilt' 

TABLE 6 

L1 ud !wid ill,\ 
<'tllt'gonr (iu 
dt't ' iJJitli~) 

Lu:.~ (in taka equivalents) due to damage to house structun: 

Mauil:,..;uuj 
f.,,, .~ t!w· to /l1't'rt1Xt' Jus:. 

il<~u .~,· t!tii!IIIXt ' f'c'r I IJ I 

:1-HV'i I:\ 
2 ~F., J l:? I' \() 

121 

/_o::, ,.. dIll ' lu 

hc!l/ ,;t• clliJJicl:<c' 

21 '•)' \() 
J.J =, ,r; It• 

/I..,., ''X'' / .. ,.. , 
J•c'l 1 JJ 1 



TABLE 7 
Loss (in taka equivalents) due to damage to poultry and livestock 

Alazziksmzj 
Lo:>:> due to 

]o_IIJ1lll"izll/ 
Lo:>:> dztt' to 

L111.llzold ins 
<•ll<'gory (in 
dt'<'i Illizi:>) 

dlllllll,'\t' Ill 

)JOII/t 1"_11 lllld 

!illt.'Sitk'k 

A<•crtlSt' 
/o~:> per 

11H 

.iamase 1 o 
poultr_11 and 

li' >t'S/ ock 

A•••'~"~~.\•' 
lo .~~ }'<'I" 

1 II I 

65,951 
50,403 

112 
156 

21 ,269 
11 '60-l 

TABLE 8 
Loss (in ltzkt1 equivalents) due to damage to standing vcgt!tables, fruit and other 

trees and fisheries 

A1anikganj 
Los~ d uc to 

. }tl!f/lll r!J, 1 t 
Lvss due to 

Lmd!J,J/dins 
c.~tlsory (ill 

dccilllai:>J 

d,wu1St' to 
1.•eseta/Jics , 
tn:t:.-; and 
ji"shcric::. 

A7.•t.'rage 
loss per 

1-il-J 

dmna:;:c to 
1.•esetab/es , 
trees and 
ji:>lu.:ries 

.4.l 1(.'ff2._\'t' 

/o:. . .; pa 
1 Ji-1 

U--lY 
50-r 

5Y3, 'J2G 
735,478 

1 ,OUt> 
2,284 

Y5,753 
271,349 

.2-17 
l' 131 

cxknsively in the national and interna­
tional press. "l\•1ore than 24 million people 
o! Bangladesh - J fifth of the country's 
popubtion - ·Jre either homeless or with­
out load after the \·vorst floods in the 
country's history. Two million of the 
rq;i<H1's bamboo and mud homes have 
bL'L'I1 destroyed by vv.lll'rs, 5 ft. or 6ft. 
dv<'p in pl<~ces, which liv uver vast are<:Js 
ul the north-1vest and central southern 
rvr;ions", rl'porlL'd Tlzt' "ftnll'S of London. 

I f,,wt•ver, tlll'rL' h.t~ nut bvl.'n much 
r.·pt~rtiJtg <Ill tlw d.tnJ.t g •· .11 lni,·n, (l~t•li~L·­
h, del) IL'vL·l - tlw d.llll.> i~ l' t() inJiviJu.d 
ll<lll'"><'lt<dd · . .1 11 d tilt• illljlo~<·t uf tllb lhH1d 
Ull till' ill< .llllh' .111d l'll1jol<1:.'11Wiil 'dlll.di<lll 

•II tl"· 1'''"1 . Tl11 ~ r.·p•llt ll.s ~. l'~" ~• '''"'"d 

I II • .· \. • I I I ~ ·. '.'< II I I ~ II 1.! !\:I J! II \I 1·: ·i 
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some informJtion on the flood lo::. se::. to 
households . Nearly 1 () percent of house­
holds in Manikganj had to sed~ refuge 
l'isev\•here as the flood \\'<l tL•r:-. made it 
difficult lor them to liVL' in their own 
house:,. 

)'he flood WdS murL' dL' \".I SLJting in l11t: 
Manikganj vilbgl':-. th.1n in Ju~ · purh;Jt and 
this wa::, cll'arly ~huwn in 1lw figurL·::, for 
losse::, . On .... ver.tge, L'.t Ch lh>U~L·huld lu::,t 
talw 6,556 in M.J11 ikg.111j <Jnd t11l.u :l J>K2 in 
JuypurhJ!. Thl' fi,,"J l" ~,.,l'~ h .. .-, . • ,J ,., u 

!Jl't'll <' X..JI11iii< 'Lj h1· l.lli.Jltllldlll ).', t",d<'i',()flt':· .. 

\\1hilv tlw lll..,..,l . .., in ,\l.i llil .;•,.lfiJ . 11v dcJll!,J, . 
thc1..,\' i11 jlli'J'IIJ"il.tl !111 l.lllti.>l \ Il l! I); IHJU ~. •· · 

J, ,, Jd ..,, tlwy ,Jil' ~ , JJ': .. lllt~t• · i11 llw ,,.,, . ol 

l.llltiJ,• -,-, IHIII 'o<'!Jtdd -, 



1:h,,,,1 f,,:-,:-,, .. , l<~r '-'-"-' 11 l.llhiiH,klinh 
c.ltvg•lry 11.,,., .• 11~,, b~,•,•n ,·,,J.-ul.lkd hlr 
ditll•n·nt tqws nl l\l~S . Tlw m.lj<lr dit­
lt'r\.'1\\'1..' b .. ·t \\'\'<'11 l.1ndu\\'ning ;111d l.mdkss 
IHHI:-.I..'IH 1kb 'h'\ ' lll ' in l<l:-.ses dul' to dam.1~1..' 
tn st.111Jin~ ~..T<~ps . '"hi .. :h is n.1tur.tl as thl..' 
l.Hhllt•:-s 1''':-.:-.s .. ·:-.s lhl <H. very little arabi~ 
l.1nd . 

Thv di!l .. ·r,·n~..· ... ·s in oth~..·r c.1teg .. 1ries are 
IHll ~re.lt . L~.bs~..•:-. in rl.'spect nf d;un.1ge to 
IHlw: .. ,• stru,tur~..·s m;1y b~,• mentioned, 
wher .. · the ltbS h.lS bl.'en 20'}·;, of till.' total 
l•lr th ... · l.1nJk•s:-. . Th ... ·n.• is hardly any 
ditr· ... ·r'-'111.'\.' b~..·tween the t\'1.'0 areas and the 
ditferenc ... · lk•twe ... •n the landholding 
groups is nnt v ... ·ry pr .. lminent. This is 
bl.'Gluse of the nc~tur~ of the structures in 
which the pour and well-to-do people 
live . The pour people's structures are 
more dilapidated, allowing them to be 
d6troyed more easily by calamities, 
including tlood waters. In comparison, 
the houses of the richer sections are 
strongly built \\'ith brick and currugakd 
iron sheets, mal-;.ing them less vulnerable 
to floods . The similarity ·between the two 
are;.JS in lo:-.~es due to damag~..· to huusl.' 
structurl.'s i:-. ::.!so explained by the ty p~: of 
lwuses buil t. IJ~..·c,Juse -floods are less 
irequenl .tnd l .... ss d.Jmaging in juypurhat . 
the house::. , p.:trticularly those belonging 
to the pour, ..lrL' built on lm .... ·-level bnd, 
• .111d the \'\'..ills ar ... · m.1dc entire!:• ol day. 
The houses in 1\.lilnikg.Jnj, on the other 
hand, arc built on higher ground and use 
straw alonb \\'ith d.ty in their construc­
tion . A shl..'lter is an immediate need and 
the poor or ne<H-l.:mdless go on borrowing 
from money l.::nJers by mortgaging what­
ever they hav..: , including any l;md . Such 
a process hastens the differentiation 
bl'lween the clil~ses and incre<lSes land­
le::.sness . The cundu~ion from this is that 
.lg~..·ncies undL·rt;d, int; pusl-C..!l...Jmity rdid 
.111d r ... ·lubilit.ttioJI :-.lhJuld P·'Y p.trticul.lr 
.tll\'ntiun tu huu~olll g lor thL' puur . 

i\ lti HJlli;l• tin · ,,, ·vr.dl 1~.~ :-. :-.l':-. :-.u:-.lo~in•·d 

h\· till' l.IJ1dh ·~~ i11 o~h :-.< duk fig u1v :-. .!ppL· <~r 

111 lw :-.m.tll ,·, 1mp.11,.d with tiHlSL' ul tlw 
1.11\downvr:-., this h.1s tu be l\ll1 •i idvn•d in 
rdation to tlwir l<lt;Jl l\1j1.ll..'iti ... ·~ . In 
M.mikg.mj , tlw ,l\'t'r.1gl' luss per lwu~ .. ·­
hold h.1s bL'l'll taJ..,, :2,~-ll l 

which is appnl\.imakly /aJ..,l 500 per 
c;1pit.1. In B.mgl.ll..i,•sh, r .. ·li.Jbl .. · infurm:J­
tion 1111 inc,mw is h.m.ilv .1v.1il.lble . A 

study done in 1Y~4 t.1und th:Jt the annual 
per capita incunw in lwusl•hold s h;wing 
less than 50 decim.1ls of bn,i v,·as lakn 
1,114 (BRAC 1Y~4) . Anntlwr study luund 
it to be taka l,:i46 (l·hlssain. lYS-l) . If these 
are close to the true situ:Jtion, tlwn the 
loss incurred by poor f.unilies in 
Bangladesh during tlw 1987 tlood was 
very substantial - 11\.'arly 50 percent of a 
year's income. An aftermath oi such 
floods is usu:Jllv a famine which further 
exac~rb.:ttes the hl..'lpless conditi,1n of the 
poor of rural 6.1ngb..iesh . 
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