
2.	 The Natural Resources Institute of the University 
of Manitoba (Canada) integrates knowledge gained 
from the natural and social sciences to develop holistic 
perspectives on environmental and natural resources 
management problems. Its faculty and students are 
involved in initiatives at municipal, national and 
international levels.

1.	 The Partnership 

Bangladesh is located in an ecologically sensitive deltaic 
environment. Being one of the most densely populated 
countries in the world, it is facing serious challenges 
sustaining its natural resource base and maintaining 
environmental health. To tackle these challenges, the 
Government of Bangladesh has identified enhanced 
governance, private sector development, women’s 
participation in decision-making and environmental 
conservation as its key development priorities. It was in 
this context that in 2004, the North-South University 
(Bangladesh) sought assistance from the Natural 
Resources Institute of the University of Manitoba to  
form a partnership that would help strengthen 
the institutional and human resource capacity in 
environmental governance in Bangladesh. The six-year 
project began in 2007 and engaged four partners:

1.	 The North South University (Bangladesh) was 
established in 1993 as the first private university in 
Bangladesh. It offers programs in various disciplines 
(administration, engineering, business, education) and 
has a strong international network of connections with 
other universities in and outside Bangladesh. 

International Development Research Centre

Centre de recherches pour le développement international

Building Environmental Governance Capacity  
in Bangladesh

University of Manitoba, North-South University- Bangladesh, BRAC University- Bangladesh and Center 
for Natural Resource Studies, Bangladesh 

Family of recipient of Green Micro-Credit program – cow rearing in Borolekha, 
Bangladesh. Photo: Apurba K. Deb



3.	 BRAC University (Bangladesh) was created by the 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee, one of 
the largest NGOs in the world. It offers a wide range 
of educational programs with the aim of equipping 
the students with the tools and skills that they need 
to become creative leaders in Bangladesh’s social and 
economic development processes.

4.	 The Center for Natural Resource Studies (CNRS), 
established in Bangladesh in 1993, is a non-
governmental, non-political development organization 
with long standing experience in ecological 
management of floodplain ecosystem through 
community-based management approaches. 

The partners decided to engage both academic and 
NGO partners to facilitate a closer connection between 
the universities involved and communities faced with 
environmental and natural resource governance and 
management challenges. They thought that the solutions 
developed would be more relevant if community 
members contributed their knowledge to the research 
and teaching activities of the academic partners and that, 
in return, the communities would benefit from this new 
knowledge through the implementation of the projects 
supported by the loans offered through this initiative.

2.	 Ways of Working

To achieve their goal the partners agreed to focus on 
three interrelated areas: the development of two new 
applied university programs in the field of resource 
and environmental management, the development of 
local organizations’ capacity to support participating 
communities in the implementation of “green 
microcredit” projects and the creation of a national policy 
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network to engage the relevant stakeholders in ongoing 
dialogue on gender-sensitive democratic governance, pro-
poor private sector development and sustainable natural 
resource management. 

The partners chose to adopt an integrated approach 
whereby pro-poor economic growth and community-
based sustainable resource and environmental management 
strategies were combined under a single initiative. This 
meant that they would develop new university programs 
and, at the same time, would offer loans for community-
based initiatives with priority given to women’s groups. 
According to the main project stakeholders, the 
interrelatedness of its components was one of the central 
features of this initiative. From the beginning the partners 
had a vision that components should not be evolving in 
parallel but in complementarity. This required strong and 
effective communication processes and ways of exchanging 
their views and mutual understandings on an ongoing basis. 

An example of these communication processes was 
the development of a common understanding among 
the partners of the concept of green microcredit. 
In Bangladesh, and elsewhere for that matter, green 
microcredit is a new idea. At an organizational level, it 
refers to measures and criteria that are undertaken by 
microcredit institutions to screen the projects presented 
by the prospective borrowers for environmental 
considerations. At an operational level, it refers to 
small-scale loans, which can be granted to develop 
microenterprises that are environmentally friendly, 
that is, those that use renewable natural resources 
and the environment in a sustainable manner for 
livelihood improvement and diversification. But this 
practice of environmental screening of microcredit 
projects is not widespread in Bangladesh. Thus, the 
partners had to debate in order to reach a common 
understanding of what a green project is because there 
were differences of views among them. They were able 
to openly exchange their perspectives on the definition 
of green projects during a workshop to which all 
partners were invited, including representatives of the 
participating communities. This is a good example of how 
understandings were shared and differences in views were 
resolved during the project.

At the onset of the project the partners adopted a 
broad framework within which to operate. It included 
broad result statements that were refined based on new 



knowledge produced during the project and through 
regular discussions on project progress and challenges 
among the partners. The term “adaptive management” 
was used to refer to this iterative process which one of 
them described as follows “We created a foundation and as 
we moved along the findings [from the studies conducted in 
the communities] came in and we adjusted the strategies”. 
Within that framework, the knowledge produced directly 
contributed to improved targeting of the project strategy 
and the subsequent results. 

The partners agreed to be mutually accountable: that is 
they were accountable to one another and all had a say in 
the decisions made. To ensure that all partners had equal 
status within the partnership, the University of Manitoba 
signed an agreement with each of the partners. 

3.	 Results

The partners achieved the expected results 
and reported two key unexpected results.

New Interdisciplinary University Programs

In 2009, the partners succeeded in creating and launching 
two applied interdisciplinary university-level programs. The 
first program was a two-year Masters degree in Resource and 
Environmental Management (MREM, to be delivered by 
NSU) with an emphasis on gender equality was created. It 
offers students an interdisciplinary perspective on resource 
and environmental management with poverty and gender 
equality as cross-cutting themes. The MREM was designed 
based on the profiles of the 10 participating communities, 
constructed on four broad areas (socio-economic activities, 
gender, resource and the environment). It includes a field 
component whereby the students work and conduct research 
in one of the 10 participating villages. So far, 69 students 
have enrolled in this program, including 19 women. A series 
of workshops was held to design the overall program and its 
components. These workshops included participation from 
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the partner universities and NGOs, community members 
engaged in resource and environmental management at 
the grass-roots level, government policy makers, academia, 
representatives from international organizations and leaders 
from industry associations and environmental activist 
organizations. 

The second program created was the Professional 
Certificate on Environmental Governance, now delivered 
through the IGS-BRAC. It is designed for government, 
non-government and private sector executives who 
want to acquire knowledge on environmental issues and 
concerns including environmental governance and the 
relevant management skills required to work effectively in 
this field. The program combines theoretical courses and 
experiential learning in the form of a field practicum that 
requires students to apply their knowledge. For example, 
students applied practical tools such as environmental 
and social impact assessment when assisting communities 
to implement their local development plans. Since its 
inception this program has been delivered three times to a 
total of 36 students, including 7 women. 

Green Micro-credit Initiatives Improve 
People’s Lives

Thirteen women’s and savings groups and 10 community-
based organizations implemented natural resource-based 
green micro-credit programs. Nineteen micro-credit 
initiatives have been approved and piloted and are now 
being implemented by groups or individuals. Initiatives 
supported include an integrated project that involved the 
building of a plant nursery, vegetable production and cow 
manure composting and a project on the cultivation of 
maila (a raw material used to weave traditional bed mats) 
on fallow areas. The entrepreneurs who initiated these 
projects reported that they benefitted greatly from the 
funds provided through the loans and from the technical 
assistance provided for the implementation of their projects. 

Stakeholders Engage in National  
Policy Dialogue

The partners have made good progress on 
institutionalizing a national network on Environmental 
Governance and Sustainable Development. Three 
national policy dialogues on wetland policy, climate 
negotiation and regulatory environment have been held 
with the broad participation of several ministries of the 
Government of Bangladesh and international NGOs 



and agencies. Reflecting the impact of the Project, the 
Bangladesh Bank recently declared a national policy on 
establishing a green bank to promote environmental 
friendly-financial institution building in the country.

New Knowledge Produced

The project partners published two scientific articles, 
two Ph.D. and 5 masters theses on topics relevant to 
the environmental governance challenges faced by the 
participating communities. They also disseminated four 
editions of their project newsletter to share their experience.

Unexpected Results

The approval of a four-year IDRC grant to the University 
of Manitoba and its partners to pursue a collaborative 
research project on climate changes and dengue fever 
in Bangladesh is a significant unexpected achievement 
of this partnership. In addition, the partners received 
requests from a considerable number of national and 
South Asian regional organizations to form a coalition 
for advocacy and policy influence on topics related to 
environmental governance. 

4.	 Innovative Practices:  
Strengths and Challenges

The partners have implemented a wide range of 
innovative practices, which allowed them to overcome 
some key challenges. One of these challenges stems from 
the fact that in Bangladesh this type of partnership, 
which involves universities working closely with NGOs 
and communities, is not common. In general, universities 
do not really partner with the other two types of 
organizations (in particular with communities) and thus 
this collaboration was a new experience for both the 
universities and the communities. 

An appropriate strategy was developed to facilitate 
collaboration between the two types of partners in 
order to allow students to apply their skills, to produce 
knowledge, to prepare case study materials for the 
university courses and to support the students to engage 
with communities in processes designed to help them 

overcome their development challenges. This challenge 
was successfully overcome by all partners educating 
themselves on each other’s reality and on their unique 
contributions to the challenges that the partnership was 
trying to tackle. Close cooperation was required for 
the success of the project. Through mutual exchange 
processes the partners were able to facilitate the 
convergence of sometimes conflicting viewpoints and 
ensure that the partnership was able to move forward.

The partners succeeded in establishing solid linkages 
between the three aspects of the university’s mission- 
teaching, research and community outreach through a 
set of mutually reinforcing activities: new knowledge 
collected with communities was incorporated into the new 
university programs created, the university students and 
NGO teams supported the participating communities’ 
efforts to initiate the green micro-credit initiatives, and the 
researchers involved were able to formalize the theoretical 
and experiential knowledge of all participants into articles, 
theses and other publications to share this knowledge. 

Lastly, the collaborative learning culture of the project, 
whereby “We are all learning together” as one participant 
indicated, reflects the value given by the partners to multiple 
types of knowledge (theoretical, applied and experiential) 
considered for production, action and dissemination.

5.	 Looking Forward

The global significance of the IDRC-funded dengue research 
project in Bangladesh, in terms of the role of environmental 
management in ecohealth, was captured by CBC’s The 
Nature of Things, broadcasted on January 17, 2013.

The project results to date indicate that the new courses 
and approaches are being mainstreamed into the partners’ 
regular programs and practices. In addition, the partners 
have contributed to the dissemination of the concept 
of green micro-credit in Bangladesh through concrete 
examples. The efforts dedicated to documenting their 
experience will certainly inspire other university teams to 
engage in similar programs with equally strong linkages 
between teaching, research and community outreach.
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