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DISASTER MANAGEMENT 
CULTURE IN BANGLADESH

The enrolment of local knowledge 
by decision makers

Brian R. Cook

Introduction

The question of how disaster managers operationalise local knowledge is central
to understanding the role of culture within disaster risk reduction (DRR). This is
particularly true for anyone who views culture as a way of ‘localising’ or ‘demo -
cratising’ risk management (Kearnes et al. 2012, Wilcock 2013). Disaster managers
are key governance actors, with significant influence on DRR. But they also have
less obvious influence on the knowledge claims that are admitted into management
discourse. In this way ‘disaster management culture’ can be analysed according to
its treatment of ‘local culture’. By this, I mean that there exists a culture among
disaster managers – one that has to date been neglected by risk researchers – and
that how those managers interpret, value and deploy local knowledge is central to
understanding the role of culture within DRR (Hewitt 2012). Local culture is not
inserted into a vacuum when drawn into DRR. Rather, it comes into an existing,
powerful and often resistant context in which management culture determines its
place, purpose and influence. To date, much discussion of culture and DRR has
been located ‘outside’ of decision making, with critiques aimed at exposing or
disrupting existing hierarchies of power (cf. Epstein 1995, Irwin 1995, Epstein 1996,
Wynne 1996). By exploring 1) what decision makers think of local knowledge
and 2) the degree to which local knowledge is incorporated into discussions 
of disaster management, we can assess the impact(s) of efforts to promote the
integration of ‘culture’, what I refer to as the ‘cultural critique’. Exploring how
disaster managers perceive local knowledge can help us consider the wider successes
or failures of cultural critiques, particularly of the hierarchies of knowledge-power
that have traditionally privileged experts and science over locals and lay forms of
knowledge.
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Some of the most persuasive examples of cultural critiques of risk management
are situated in Bangladesh (cf. Sillitoe 1998, Yunus 1999, Sillitoe 2000, Sillitoe
and Marzano 2009), with many exploring the issue of flood management (cf. Haque
1988, Rasid 1993, Rasid and Mallik 1993, Rasid and Mallik 1995, Duvail and
Hamerlynck 2007, Cook and Lane 2010, Paul and Routray 2010, Dewan 2013).
Perhaps most radical are those directed at flood management rooted in the
Bangladeshi language (Paul 1984, Alam 1990), which distinguishes between barsha
(beneficial floods or aspects of floods) and bonna (detrimental floods or aspects of
floods). Reviews of flood management in Bangladesh are given elsewhere (cf. Paul
1997, Brammer 2004, Höfer and Messerli 2006, Cook 2010), allowing this analysis
to focus on the state of efforts to legitimise local knowledge and participatory
decision making, what I believe to be key tenets of the cultural critique. To do
this, I analyse the ways in which decision makers interpret, value and deploy local
and indigenous knowledge when discussing flood management in Bangladesh.

I argue that the cultural critique of expert-led, scientific flood management 
(cf. Cook 2010 for a review of this dominant form of flood management) appears
to have been fully embraced. Decision makers accept, value and incorporate a wide
range of non-scientific knowledge claims into their understandings and justifications
of specific flood management measures. In line with critiques of dominant forms
of governance, local and indigenous knowledge has been embedded in scientific
and expert rationalisations of flood management. Despite this openness towards
non-scientific knowledge, unfortunately it appears that the idealised power sharing
and participation that is implicit within cultural critiques and advocacy for the
inclusion of local knowledge has failed. Rather than democratise flood management,
the decision makers interviewed for this project appear free to enrol almost any
knowledge in support of their views. This includes knowledge that would have
previously been excluded as untrustworthy or biased. More strikingly, the examples
of local and indigenous knowledge drawn into discussions are often personal
recollections, hearsay and anecdote apparently deployed to maintain the hierarchy
between governors and those governed. In this case, rather than empower locals,
it appears that the legitimisation of local knowledge has helped widen the gap
between those who decide and those who are affected. Overall, decision makers
appear to have appropriated the cultural critique of expert-led scientific flood
management, further entrenching their positions of privilege and power.

This chapter begins with a brief description of water and flood management in
Bangladesh. The technological and technocratic identity of flood management, 
and the resulting cultural critiques, are summarised to show the controversy that
has arisen. This raises questions on the impact of culture-based critiques of 
flood risk management, and about efforts to incorporate concepts of ‘culture’ into
Bangla deshi flood management more specifically. The conclusions represent a
warning to those attempting to integrate ‘culture’ into DRR. Efforts to include a
wider range of knowledge into governance, and the related (but more difficult)
efforts to ensure democratic representation within decision making, remain con -
strained by the sturdy boundaries of the disaster management culture. This culture,
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much like that associated with local and indigenous knowledge, turns out to be a
powerful and adaptive force that seems impervious to logic or moral argument.
Instead, those seeking to insert local culture into DRR – and in so doing reshape
disaster management culture – must be alive to the ways in which dominant cultures
are able to respond and reshape themselves in order to maintain hierarchies of power.

The technological basis of flood management

Flood management in Bangladesh is a technological and technocratic issue
dominated by engineers and a scientific framing. This is for good reasons. The
Ganges–Brahmaputra–Meghna basins are large, dynamic and densely populated. Each
of these rivers flows into the Bay of Bengal through Bangladesh. The often-quoted
figure is that Bangladesh controls only 7% of the basin, thereby limiting its ability
to manage floods (Brammer 2004, Höfer and Messerli 2006, Chellaney 2011). The
climate in the region is dominated by the monsoon, leading to claims that most of
the water passing through Bangladesh occurs in just a few months (Höfer and
Messerli 2006). In addition, it is the confluences of these rivers and the timings 
of their peak flows that tend to determine the severity of floods (Brammer 2004).
The geography, then, was central to the emergence of a scientifically based and
technologically dependent approach to flood management.

Given the population, poverty and urbanisation within the wider basins, but
particularly concentrated in Bangladesh, damaging floods have long been a
characteristic of this part of South Asia. In particular, the agricultural system and
dependence on rice as the primary staple mean that flood management is synony -
mous with food management. Until the 1970s, when small scale pumps replaced
large scale irrigation, flood control was needed to protect farmland in order to ensure
sufficient production and to avert widespread famine (Sen 1981, Clay 1985, Yunus
1999). The agricultural needs and the potential for famines drove approaches to
flood management that necessitated control, and which involved large scale
irrigation. While this approach is no longer acclaimed, it remains central to water
and flood management in Bangladesh, as do the associated science based and
technological approaches.

Together, the geography and the socioeconomic context – as well as mimicry
of the developed world – have contributed to a flood management regime that
has historically depended on engineers and engineering works for protection. In
response to this concentration of power, and the resulting mismanagement, critics
attacked decision making for being too removed from local contexts, values and
knowledge (Paul 1997, Cook 2010). The cultural critique, which is best exhibited
by the ‘living with floods’ movement (Shaw 1989, Zaman 1993, Ahmed 1999),
sought to legitimise local knowledge with the aim of integrating local individuals
into decision making. This ‘alternate culture of flood management’ was extremely
influential and, in tandem with worldwide disenchantment with technical flood
management, the cultural critique helped to prevent a massive World Bank
supported project (the Bangladesh Flood Action Plan) to construct polders1 for the
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entire nation (Boyce 1990, Paul 1995, Cook and Wisner 2010). What is less clear
is the impacts of these relatively successful criticisms in the longer term, which is
the basis of this chapter.

The analysis of decision maker perceptions is inhibited by the sample. Flood
management is a diffuse and contingent process involving countless individuals,
things and ideas. How can researchers assure themselves that their collection 
of individuals can be representative of the amorphous collection of people who
contribute to something as cross disciplinary and cross sectional as flooding? For
this project, I avoided this challenge by choosing, instead, to take individuals and
organisations involved in negotiating past flood management as representative of
the assemblage of ‘power holders’. By retrospectively identifying who had influence,
this project avoids the need to predetermine who shapes flood management by
noting who has shaped flood management. A sample of fifty-four individuals and
organisations were interviewed who contributed to the ‘Options for flood risk and
damage reduction in Bangladesh’ report following the catastrophic floods of 2004
(Siddique and Hossain 2006). These participants, from NGOs, government, the
academy, donors, consultancy firms and international organisations (e.g., ADB, IMF,
World Bank), were interviewed for between thirty and ninety minutes during
November 2007 and February 2008. A semi-structured interview template was
used that focused on floods and flood management and the data transcribed, coded
and analysed by the author.

How decision makers interpret, view and value local
knowledge

Discussions with decision makers in Bangladesh and those who contribute to flood
management show that local people, local knowledge and participation have
become central to the flood management discourse. Throughout the interviews,
experts and authorities wove tapestries of science, expertise, local knowledge and
participatory governance to inform specific views concerning floods and flood
management. As a group, though, the discussions have within them a more
duplicitous theme: acceptance and supposedly valuing local knowledge still enables
locals to be excluded from meaningful participation. This enrolment of local
knowledge and people is key to this analysis because it shows the entrenchment
of an unequal relationship between experts and locals, as portrayed by experts (Davies
2008).

The findings are divided into three groups, drawn from discussions in which
decision makers spoke about locals, local knowledge and/or participation: 1)
examples of foolish decision making; 2) personal knowledge and recollections; and
3) complementary knowledge. Each group, in decreasingly obvious, overt or direct
ways, (re)asserts the traditional power relationship between experts and locals and
between science and local knowledge. This claim is revisited in the ensuing
discussion.
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Foolish knowledge and decision making

During discussions of flood management in Bangladesh, the decision makers
recount countless examples of decisions that were made for spurious reasons. Their
disappointment is directed primarily at the government and at the ways flood
management is done, including the knowledge on which it is based. These
opinions tend to contrast corruption, short-termism and self-serving efforts against
more rational and evidence-based (i.e., scientific) positions:

We can travel anywhere in the country by road, but unfortunately the roads
were built without proper knowledge. So, whatever vulnerability we have
now, it is because of actions made during both the Pakistani and Bangladeshi
periods [. . .]. [Those in power] make the decision on the basis of personality.
For example, in my area, if there is an influential minister, so what he thinks
they will do. That will be how decisions are made, without study. Even
worse when studies are made with the intention of reflecting his will.

(Academic, 8 December 2007)

This respondent, who is an academic who also consults for government, expands
on this claim by re-emphasising the poor basis on which flood management is
grounded:

Our politicians, the tradition has come in such that political decisionmaking
is not knowledge based. The political parties do not have think tanks of their
own. They have some intellectual groups; they use them to support their
initiatives. So the political decision making is their own, it is whimsical.

(Academic, 8 December 2007)

For many of the flood managers, having worked in large scale, technical
projects, the political economy of flood management was blamed. These critiques
tended to emphasise the international community. Confirming the cultural critiques
that resulted from mismanagement, an engineer argued that local knowledge and
participation are needed to balance international cronyism and government
complicity:

I will blame the Dutch and American government. They did not know the
environment of the country: they don’t know the people of the country;
their plans explain the problems in their countries. At the time our capacity
– our political institutions – were not able to deal with it. In any case, just
simple transfer of development technology is not always helpful unless you
look at the local knowledge or the local history.

(Academic Engineer, 15 December 2007)
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Explaining a similar view, the head of an NGO that specialises in water and
disaster recovery adds:

What I see, is that [donors] do not consider the long term impacts of their
investment. For example, building a bridge may create a disaster in fifteen or
twenty years, and construction of roads in many places my cause water logging
or increase flood risk. Those sort of long term perspectives are not being given
consideration by donors. That is on one side, on the other side the politicians
of the country think ‘I am here for five years’. So he thinks that he has to
implement something in that time to show the people that he is working hard.
This kind of political commitment has happened with all of the governments
that we have had. They only think about their power, their existence.
Therefore, things are not very integrated, not very well planned-ahead.

(NGO, 30 January 2008)

Overall, the respondents present a strikingly uniform view of government in
the context of flood management: that it is driven by political and economic forces
in ways that do not align with ‘best practices’. In most cases, the tone of the
discussions was frustration and exasperation, as the managers struggled to implement
measures that would protect Bangladesh from catastrophic floods. Returning to
local knowledge, this characterisation of government and the processes of
governance delineated clearly between the experts and politicians, and between
science and political economy. These views were, more forgivingly, also attributed
to local people and to local knowledge.

In most cases, criticism of local knowledge emphasised the scale of flood
management in Bangladesh. Local knowledge was not wrong so much as wrong
for the task. A foreign consultant long involved in Bangladeshi flood management
provided a representative view, explaining that flood management requires
knowledge that is outside the reach of locals:

In this current project we are involved in, flood protection and some of the
fixes are a little bit of tough love. And they involve flood walls that are in
some cases three metres high. In some cases the older people have access
problems and they’ve lost their view of the river. And in these cases the flood
may not come for five or ten years. And you have to maintain the walls and
make sure that the pumps work. People have short memories, in a couple
years there are sections missing. People get frustrated and break them down.

(Consultant, 2 February 2008)

According to the decision makers who inform this analysis, local people, like
the politicians, are influenced by concerns that inhibit effective flood management.
Access and aesthetics, in this example, are used to explain that locals – who had
requested flood protection to begin with – could not deal with the ramifications
of that protection. Expressing a similar view, a modeller explains how locals are
presumed to inform their decisions:
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People make decisions based on their memories or past experience ‘now I
have to do this’ but they don’t actually link it with available data. It is an
extremely complex river network. You cannot actually design or decide about
a plan by looking at one particular river. You cannot be sure that the water
isn’t coming from another river. To know all of these things you must have
a clear picture of the locality in terms of the national river system.

(Engineer/Modeller, 26 January 2008)

As a group, the decision makers commonly combine different types of
knowledge, which appears to be a way of showing that they are aware of the local
context and local knowledge. This association with ‘local’ and ‘local knowledge’
appears to be a way of communicating that the decision makers ‘get’ or ‘are’ local,
possibly burnishing their status as knowledgeable experts. This continues within
the second group of interview extracts (personal knowledge and recollections), in
which these individuals responsible for shaping flood management – which has
been criticised for its detachment from local contexts – personalise flooding.
Unlike the direct criticisms of government and local knowledge, though, these
personalisations of flooding in Bangladesh less overtly maintain the hierarchy
between expert and lay knowledge.

Personal knowledge and recollections

A social scientist who advises government and NGOs on development and flood
management provides a detailed example of how many of the respondents drew
on their personal histories and experiences to personalise floods and local
knowledge. In these instances, the decision makers used their memories to inform
particular claims; interestingly, the memories were also locally situated, often with
reference to ‘home villages’ outside of urban centres:

We have small and big floods, and the small is ok, and actually this year we
had a medium flood, but the big ones almost change Bangladesh into an
ocean. But you still see people laughing and joking and I said ‘my gosh’
because I was mainly stationed in Dhaka [. . .]. I saw the flood and thought
to myself that it was unthinkable. And it changes so fast, the way people
live. Even they start cooking on the roof, and they are playing cards. It is
unthinkable. They worry, I should not minimise that, but their resilience is
far more superior. And then when the water leaves they go straight out into
the field and start working and when you return in six months the rice is
back and you don’t recognise the place as the one you saw flooded.

(Academic, 2 January 2008)

In this case, an experience from the individuals’ early career showed that
conceptions of vulnerability and resilience needed to be situated and informed by
local adaptive capacities. Interestingly, this example was made as part of a discussion
in which the decision maker was advocating ‘living with floods’, which has itself
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become emblematic of alternate flood management and culture based critiques.
‘Living with floods’ prioritises human adaptation rather than river management
and, in the Bangladeshi context, is based on recognition that the scale of the rivers
is often beyond human control (Shaw 1989, Zaman 1993, Ahmed 1999). Import -
antly, though, the decision maker was advocating living with floods only for rural
locations which, because of his experience, he categorised as ‘not terribly affected’
by floods. This view, like that in the following extract, shows how experience
with local contexts – and the resulting local knowledge – is drawn into descriptions
of flooding in Bangladesh. More importantly, though, this localised knowledge is
used to buttress the expertise held exclusively by these decision makers. This
deployment of local knowledge, albeit personalised, reinforces their authority by
displaying their awareness of local concerns and experiences; moreover, they are
able to integrate the local and the expert. An engineer repeats this process as part
of a discussion in which sedimentation is blamed for failed river engineering, rather
than the engineering itself:

Drainage and also the flooding with waterlogging creates a lot of problems
and lost lands. Let me give you an example: in Mohakhali this sort of flooding
does not take place from the major river, but from water logging because
the water cannot find its way to the sea. I come from that area. In my student
life, we never had any problems with water logging; over the years,
sedimentation has occurred in the outflow channel. And now they need to
dredge the outflow channels. Since dredging is very costly, the government
has abandoned the practice and now every year there is flooding, not because
of the river, but because of the sedimentation, even when there is no flooding
anywhere else in the country.

(Engineer/Modeller, 26 January 2008)

This combination of personal and expert knowledge to argue a particular
position relating to flood management is repeated by a government advisor, who
draws from childhood experiences as a way to justify efforts to empolder
Bangladesh’s coastal region, and to defend those now criticised efforts (Rasid and
Mallik 1993, Warner 2010):

IECO [an international engineering firm] was also appointed to look into
the problems in the coastal areas. Today, the people of the coastal areas have
forgotten what it was like to be so vulnerable. In the 1950s and 1960s, my
father was posted in Mohakhali and I remember every new and full moon
the whole area would go underwater. I would have to wade through knee-
deep water and go to the railway line, which would be above water, and
walk the five kilometres to my school. I was ten but this is vivid in my
memory. This was flooding that resulted from primarily from tidal action.
So what was suggested was polders. So they built polders.

(Government Advisor/Lead Consultant, 15 January 2008)
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Like the preceding excerpts that criticise government and local knowledge, the
personal knowledge and recollections again, though less overtly, reassert a hierarchy
between experts and lay individuals. With accounts of their localised experiences,
the decision makers respond to cultural critiques of scientific and expert-led
governance. Moreover, they are drawing local knowledge into their rationalisations
and discussions of flood management, showing that they value such knowledge.
This personal knowledge is not challenged nor out of place, which shows how
these types of knowledge have become essential to discussions of effective flood
management. That it makes the expert even more central to governance is, like -
wise, not considered. The result, though, is clearly an empowerment of the expert:
it is their knowledge, their experiences, their histories and their inter pretations of
local knowledge that are legitimised within the discourse. These excerpts maintain,
and possibly entrench, the authority of the decision maker, but these personalised
knowledge claims are – despite their contributing to a power hierarchy between
experts and locals – obvious. More disconcerting are discussions that assert the value
of local knowledge and participations, but which simultaneously and less overtly
reassert the power and privilege of experts.

Complementary knowledge

Nearly all of the respondents who inform this research genuinely value local
knowledge. Moreover, they recognise that their expert knowledge provides only
a partial account of a locality, leading many to recognise that local knowledge is
essential to ‘good’ flood management. A leader from a local NGO provides an
extremely clear account for the need for local knowledge:

People are very conscious. They do not know the science of climate change,
but they know the issues of climate change. They know that they are being
affected. They know that in the local markets they cannot store their goods
or get good prices. So, if you go to them, learn their problems through their
eyes. From the eyes of the vulnerable. Then you can match it into your
policies. You must respect and believe in your people. All groups. We are
educated, we have masters and PhDs, and we think that we do not need to
ask people; but it should not be like that. People know what they want and
they know their priorities.

(NGO, 3 January 2008)

This valuing of local knowledge is not exclusive to NGOs. For example, the
head of an engineering consultancy firm explains that local knowledge is essential
for refining models and projections. At his organisation, engagement with locals
is how they ensure that their models are superior to ‘imported’ models, which
cannot explain local events. Through regular engagement with locals and their
knowledge, this organisation is able to raise the standard of their flood models:
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There are three stages to our projects. To understand the people and their
views about floods. Because local knowledge is very important. The scientists
and the modellers, they depend on the computers with the theories in their
minds, but when you go and speak to the people, that is very important
information as well.

(Consultant, 10 January 2008)

This view is also found within government. For example, the head of water
resources within a government ministry explains that expert knowledge, due to
government policies concerning transfers, is too general to apply to specific locations.
This requires direct engagement with locals and an appreciation for local knowledge:

The trouble is often with management. I work here for now, but the
maximum time I can manage this office is three years and then I will be
transferred. So I may not know all the details of the local circumstances. So
local people have better understanding of the system of the area and this
helps a lot.

(Government Official, 15 January 2008)

Finally, an academic engineer, following similar advocacy for local knowledge
and engagement, concludes that science and expertise cannot always determine
solutions to flood problems in specific places. In such circumstances, locals represent
a source of alternate interpretation that can up-end expectations or recast the
challenge in ways that the experts did not expect:

If it were an embankment and it didn’t really help the people, or if it causes
harm to some people, then you cannot go back to the people. I think, you
know, to share our knowledge with them at the beginning, we did the analysis
and this will probably not help you. Now we need other ideas.

(Academic Engineer, 15 December 2007)

Unlike ‘foolish decision making’ or ‘personal recollections’, the ‘complementary
knowledge’ excerpts show sincere valuing of local knowledge and a willingness to
collaborate with locals. These examples are representative across the interviews
conducted for this project, showing an empowered group of experts who recognise
gaps within their expertise and accept that locals hold specific and concrete
knowledge that, when drawn into management, improves governance. In these
cases, local knowledge is something outside the reach of experts, and their decision
making is improved for having opened itself. Like the preceding groupings,
though, the hierarchy between expert and lay person is maintained, though less
overtly. In general, the decision makers describe instances where the boundary
between expert and lay knowledge is ‘lowered’ in order to admit knowledge that
would traditionally be excluded. This has at first the appearance of participation
and collaborative decision making, but the reality is that the experts maintain tight
control over what knowledge is admitted and the basis on which that knowledge
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is heard. In terms of the cultural critique of expertise and local knowledge, the
first two groups make for easy targets, as they overtly maintain the divide between
expert and local and between scientific and lay knowledge. The third group, though,
gives the appearance of being more receptive to local knowledge without disrupting
the hierarchy.

Knowledge-power (participation)

Among decision makers, attitudes towards local knowledge appear to show that
criticisms have been heard, leading to the acceptance and valuing of local know -
ledge. Despite this generally positive outcome, it also appears that the associated
acceptance of participation and power sharing has been less successful. The power
of the decision makers remains central, unchallenged and possibly solidified,
meaning that these decision makers appear empowered because they act as
gatekeepers over the admission of both scientific and local knowledge. Alternatively,
and more problematically, by valuing local knowledge and advocating participation
– all the while maintaining the dominant science based hierarchy – the decision
makers might appear to be extremely progressive and thereby temper criticisms of
expert authority and governance. In discussing their views, the decision makers
are free to draw on local knowledge, anecdotes and personal memories to justify
their positions. This is itself an important point, as we cannot simply infer that a
willingness to utilise these knowledge claims when discussing floods with a foreigner
will be repeated in other arenas where such knowledge might be less accepted.
What is more important, these decision makers are developing their worldviews
by drawing local knowledge into their expert opinions. This knowledge can then
be expunged (though presumably not absent) when they either engage with
tradition governance or it has become more widely accepted. Either way, local
knowledge has become a key actor within the flood management discourse, which
deserves further discussion.

Conceptually, local knowledge and participation are inseparable. If local
knowledge is legitimate, then there is no basis for exclusion of local people from
governance. In practice, though, it appears that acceptance of local knowledge is
easier for decision makers than is meaningful participation (i.e., power sharing).
This is a particularly important finding, as much of the academic debate surrounding
participation emphasises ‘why’ it should be done and the ‘benefits’ that will result
(cf. Hanchett 1997, Callon 1999, Mustafa 2002, Jasanoff 2004, Kesby 2005,
Kindon et al. 2007, Cook and Lane 2010), but with less consideration of the decision
making systems into which participation is being inserted. While it is inadvisable
to let the practices of governance dictate critiques of governance, there is need to
question the situations into which local knowledge is introduced. The result is that
disaster management culture appears able to divide knowledge from practice. This
in turn allows a partial acceptance of the cultural critique of expert authority and
a response in which local knowledge is embraced, but also where power remains
concentrated among a small segment of the population.
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Conclusion

The cultural critiques of flood management emphasise power through analysis of
knowledge. This research project has shown a response among decision makers
that has been to emphasise knowledge but to disregard power. While disappointing,
this should not be surprising. Disaster management represents a concentration of
power, prestige and privilege that few people would renounce. Furthermore, relative
to their past or more traditional colleagues, these decision makers are extremely
pro gressive concerning the value of local knowledge and the role of locals. What
makes this analysis extremely complicated is this openness towards culture, in 
the context of their less overt and possibly unconscious treatment of locals within 
flood management. Despite indications that the power hierarchies surrounding flood
management remain stable and tilted towards experts, these individuals view
themselves as part of progressive efforts to break from top-down and decontextual -
ised governance. As one engineer explains: ‘What you need to know is that the
reason that the engineers today are better educated is because of these criticisms’
(International Org., 29 January 2008).

That the distribution of decision making power ultimately remains unchanged
is cause for concern, particularly when outside appearances might suggest that culture
based criticisms have been successful. The end result of this research appears 
to be that management culture, by way of its authority and boundaries, is able to
subsume local culture. While not terribly original, showing the processes and logics
through which expert, science based authority is maintained is a valuable contribu -
tion. Unfortunately, showing that this is in many ways a negative outcome of a
genuinely progressive effort is disappointing; there are no villains in this main tenance
of power, but rather people seeking to do their best within the existing system.

It is the appearance of collaborative decision making that is most daunting as it
may lead those seeking more democratic decision making to temper their calls for
coproduction (Callon 1999). In such contexts, the genuineness of the decision makers
cannot distract from the system they inhabit or the concentration of power therein.
Simultaneously, analyses of these systems of power cannot assume the worst. For
all of the respondents who contributed to this study, rather than conniving or being
disingenuous, I believe they honestly viewed their efforts as contributing to a more
democratic and sensitive form of governance. They wanted more effective flood
management and believed that local knowledge was invaluable. For a small number
of the respondents, the addition of local knowledge to their expertise represents a
deep and conscious concession. For most, though, further steps along this effort to
democratise decision making (Arnstein 1969, Cook et al. 2013) appears to be
completely outside consideration. It is interesting that the decision makers genuinely
want this power sharing but, through self-discipline, are unable to implement it as
it appears outside their worldview (Kahan et al. 2006, Kahan et al. 2007).

These accounts and anecdotes may not be ‘true’. They are, possibly, fabrications
or collections of hearsay and innuendo amassed by these experts in order to justify
their positions. This is not a criticism, though it is critical to recognise that this
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discussion is more accurate about how individuals develop understandings.
Worldviews are dynamic tapestries woven by individuals based on numerous factors,
culture being central (Douglas and Wildavsky 1982). Again, this is not written to
disparage experts but to show that the divide between expert knowledge and lay
knowledge is unjustifiably strong and that overstating this divide can result in the
misapplication of science (Wynne 1996). The worldviews presented by the experts
appear to be much more like ‘local knowledge’ than like idealised ‘expertise’. This
is an absolutely critical point, as it shows the divide between locals and experts to
be much less prominent, which ought to make the case for participation and power
sharing easier.

Finally, the case for participation requires comment. In this discussion, I have
aimed to show that the range of knowledge drawn into governance by decision
makers has expanded to include local knowledge. I maintain that this has occurred
because of culture-based criticisms of expert knowledge-power. By exploring the
types of local knowledge used, and the ways that local knowledge is enrolled and
deployed by these individuals, it can be seen that local knowledge has become
central to flood management, but that the power sharing many would expect to
be part of that democratisation has not occurred. Decision makers remain in (almost)
complete control of the knowledge that informs governance, including the
examples of local knowledge that shape the discourse. If meaningful participation
is to be realised, it must be more explicitly linked to local knowledge within cultural
critiques of governance. If not, the case of flood management in Bangladesh may
act as a warning in which a ‘half-victory’ may have resulted in a complete loss.

Note
1 Polders are large areas of land encircled by embankments. Beginning in the 1960s, they

were used to fortify the coastal region against cyclones and tidal surges; they were also
aimed at reclaiming land from the sea in an effort to expand agricultural development.
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