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Abstract 

Bangladesh is prone to recurring natural hazards due to 

its geographical position and topography. The country 

has suffered casualties and damage to homes, agriculture, 

and the economy as a result of tropical cyclones. 

Effective disaster management approaches are required 

to reduce the risk of disaster and loss. The Constitution of 

Bangladesh plays an active role in implementing these 

approaches at the national and sub-national level. This 

article analyzes parts of the Constitution addressing 

disaster management by ensuring disaster governance 

and adaptive governance. To examine the theoretical 

aspects of disaster management from a global and 

Bangladesh perspective, the current institutional role for 

disaster management, the difference in service delivery 

for specific organizations, and human rights and 

humanitarian aspects, a study was conducted based on 

secondary data and information. Bangladesh's supreme 

law supports all phases of the disaster management cycle. 

Consequently, it is said that the Constitution would be an 

essential document for effective disaster management at 

all levels.  
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Introduction 

 

According to the United Nations (UN), “Disaster is a serious disruption to the functioning of a 

society or community due to extensive material, human, economic or environmental influences, 

which is beyond the capabilities of the affected community or society to cope using its resources” 

(UNISDR, 2015; Hossain, Rahman and Islam, 2016). The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-

2015 (HFA) played a significant role in disaster risk reduction and adopted a guideline for 

mitigating disaster vulnerability by UN member countries in 2005. The HFA provides five priority 

areas for action, guidelines, and practical tools for achieving disaster resilience for vulnerable 

communities in the context of sustainable development (UNISDR, 2005; Jones et al., 2014; Hasan, 

Nasreen and Chowdhury, 2019). SAARC1 Comprehensive Disaster Management Framework also 

included the spirit of HFA action framework. All policies reflect the government's strong 

commitment to disaster risk reduction concepts (Rezoane, 2016). The Millennium Declaration of 

September 2000 stipulated that Bangladesh's disaster management policy was prepared to reduce 

disaster risk by ensuring public participation. Mitigating natural disaster risk is the key to this 

policy, and it emphasized that the poor suffered to natural disasters. Similarly, the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) are policy priorities aimed at improving the resilience and reducing 

the vulnerability of the poor (Shaw, Mallick and Islam, 2013). The main thrust is how to develop 

the necessary risk reduction processes, focusing on the poor and vulnerable people. 

 

Bangladesh is considered one of the most disaster-prone countries in the world (BDRCS, 2008; 

Hossain, Rahman and Islam, 2016). The country's geographical location and climate make it the 

most vulnerable to natural and manmade disasters (MoEF, 2013; Ahamed, Rahman and Faisal, 

2012). Frequent natural calamities such as floods, tropical cyclones, storm surges, flash floods, 

droughts, riverbank erosion, and landslide frequently hit the country. As a result, it negatively 

affected the entire ecosystem, including humans, their shelters, or the resources necessary for their 

livelihood (Hasan, Nasreen and Chowdhury, 2019; Hossain et al., 2015). The country is located in 

the Ganga-Brahmaputra river delta, one of the most fertile plains in the world. Together, they are 

more vulnerable to river erosion, floods and cyclones (Hassan, 2015; Hossain, Rahman and Islam, 

2016). The tropical cyclones cause most devastating natural disasters, causing casualties and 

damage to housing, agriculture and the economy (Sarker et al., 2019a). The sustainable 

development needs to mitigate the adverse effects of these natural hazards that affect 

socioeconomic conditions. Realizing this, the Government of Bangladesh has launched a series of 

disaster reduction plans and programs through Comprehensive Disaster Management (Hossain, 

2011; Izumi and Shaw, 2015). Currently, the main documents dealing with disasters in Bangladesh 

are the Disaster Management Act 2012, the National Disaster Management Policy 2015, the 

Standing Order on Disasters 1997 (revised on 2010), the Division of Disaster Management and 

Disasters (DM & RD) and the National Plan for Disaster Management 2010-2015. Bangladesh also 

has a disaster management mechanism at national and sub-national level. Bangladesh National 

Plan for Disaster Management is a key strategic document. It is a holistic plan that provides 

comprehensive guidance to relevant departments and disaster management committees for the 

implementation of specific plans at their functional level and their role for different levels of 

administrative structure (Hossain, 2011; Rezoane, 2016). 

 

 
1 South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
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Every disaster, whether natural or manmade, deliberately affects human rights in society. The aim 

of coping with natural disasters should, therefore, be to protect the human rights of citizens. Human 

rights are the legal basis for all humanitarian activities related to natural and manmade disasters 

(Jonsson, 2003; Pietropaolo, 2016). If humanitarian aid is not linked to human rights, it can be too 

narrow. It cannot integrate all the basic needs of victims into a holistic planning process (Kent, 

2002; Suwanvanichkij et al., 2010). Furthermore, neglecting the human rights of the people 

affected by natural and manmade disasters is gross violation of right to life (Lewis and Maguire, 

2016). After independence in 1971, Bangladesh enacted a well-written Constitution in 1972. The 

Constitution's task is to guarantee the basic human rights of the people. But the people of 

Bangladesh do not know much about their rights. The Government of Bangladesh passed the 

Disaster Management Act in 2012, which sets out the responsibilities of various organizations 

(Azad et al., 2020). The article 19 of the Constitution embodies the “Equality of Opportunity” but 

supplementary article could be added with the article 19 in the Constitution mentioning that a 

vulnerable group will have a high priority compared to less vulnerable people. If the Constitution 

helps in dealing with natural calamities, then it becomes easier to deal with different natural 

disasters, because all the concerned authorities, including the government, feel a sort of compulsion 

under the supreme law of the nation (Ahmed, 1978).  

 

Therefore, it is essential to critically assess that various articles of the Bangladesh Constitution 

support an effective disaster management policy. To do this, authors first analyzed the articles of 

the Constitution relating to disaster management policies. The issues of human rights and 

fundamental rights enshrined in the Constitution were analyzed. Finally, the obligations of the 

Bangladesh government to handle different disasters effectively are identified. It is recommended 

that specific articles on the rights of people affected by natural disasters should be included in the 

Constitution through appropriate amendments. 

 

Methodology 

 

The articles of the Constitution addressing disaster management, disaster governance and adaptive 

governance were analyzed. A systematic literature review has been conducted for understanding 

the Constitution in context of disaster management from the perspective of Bangladesh, different 

institutions meant for disaster management, gaps between services being provided and the roles of 

the designated organizations, human rights and humanitarian factors (Pal and Shaw, 2018). 

Literature was sourced from databases like Scopus and Web of Science using keywords such as 

“disaster management, role of Constitution, disaster governance and adaptive governance”. 

Furthermore, secondary data was obtained from Bangladesh Disaster Management Cell, Disaster 

Management Bureau, Ministry of Food and Disaster Management, books, magazines, newspaper, 

and published articles. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Disaster Management Cycle 

 

The disaster management cycle is a continuous process of reducing risks and exposure to hazards 

(i.e., mitigation), of planning and preparing for forthcoming hazards, and of responding to prevent 

natural disasters (i.e., preparedness). It includes phases of reducing impacts of a disaster through 

response efforts to search and rescue (i.e., response) and restoration through clean up and 
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reconstruction (i.e., recovery) (Poser and Dransch, 2010; Harrison and Johnson, 2016). A complete 

disaster management cycle includes the development of public policies and plans that either 

address the causes of disasters or mitigate the effects on people, property and infrastructure 

(Harrison and Johnson, 2016).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Disaster management cycle (Warfield, 2005; Harrison and Johnson, 2016) 

 

Institutional Framework of Disaster Management in Bangladesh 

 

The disaster management concept of the Government of Bangladesh is to reduce the risk to the 

people, especially the poor and the backward. It intends to create an effective Emergency Response 

System under which large-scale disasters can be handled along with the humanitarian issues while 

managing the effects of natural, environmental and manmade hazards (Khan and Rahman, 2007; 

Sarker et al., 2019b). Bangladesh began disaster preparedness after the 1991 cyclone. Currently, 

Bangladesh has the National Disaster Management Act 2012 (MoDMR, 2012), the National 

Disaster Management Policy 2015 (MoDMR, 2015), Standing Order on Disasters 1997 (revised in 

2010) of the Department of Disaster Relief and Management (DM & RD), and the National 

Disaster Management Plan 2010-2015 (MoDMR, 2010) as essential documents to guide disaster 

management activities in Bangladesh (Khan and Rahman, 2007; Izumi and Shaw, 2015). The 

country also has disaster management mechanisms at the national and sub-national levels. 

Bangladesh National Disaster Management Plan is a strategic document. It provides a 

comprehensive guide for relevant sectors and disaster management committees at all levels to 

prepare and implement specific plans created under various thematic levels of administrative 

structures (Hossain, 2011; Hassan, 2015; Rezoane, 2016). 

 

Relationship between Constitution and Disaster Management Policy 

 

If the Constitution supports disaster prevention, it is easier to respond to any sorts of disaster 

because all the concerned authorities, including government, work under compulsion from the 

supreme law of the nation. The government cannot pass any law that is inconsistent with the 
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Constitution. People also need robust and resilient environment to combat a variety of natural or 

manmade disasters. Bangladesh Constitution directly supports the disaster management and human 

rights of affected people. The Bangladesh Constitution dictates governments and other 

organizations to manage disasters, all the institutions, including the Government of Bangladesh, 

have to follow the Constitution (Kamal, 1994; Chaudhury, 1995).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Institutional Framework of Disaster management in Bangladesh (Khan and Rahman, 2007). 

 

Table 1 shows that Article 10 focuses on achieving a reasonable and equitable society. An 

egalitarian society manages disasters more effectively than a non-egalitarian society. For example, 

cyclone Nargis killed more than 300,000 people in Myanmar (Seekins, 2009), while cyclone Sidr 

killed 3,363 people in Bangladesh, although Sidr was more powerful than cyclone Nargis 

(MoDMR, 2010; South, 2008). Higher number of casualties was recorded in Myanmar due to poor 

government system and lack of proper disaster management policy. Similarly, an earthquake 

occurred in Haiti in 2010 (magnitude of Mw 7.0) caused 300,000 deaths (Gorum et al., 2013). A 

few years later, a similar 7.1 magnitude earthquake in New Zealand did not kill that many people 

because of its sustainable social and political structure (Potter et al., 2015). It is, hence, laudable 
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that a democratic society plays a vital role in disaster management (Rahman, Khan and Shaw, 

2015). The elected governments always remain under intense pressure from the people and the 

media; as a result, the governments actively work to satisfy the people’s needs by taking 

appropriate measures to deal with the disaster. Democracy and human rights are determinants 

because countries with no democracy ignore human rights issues. Having no democracy, a 

government does not feel any pressure from the people to take appropriate measures to reduce or 

prevent disasters (Kent, 2002; Johnson, 2003). Article 11 of the Constitution explicitly states that 

a republic government should have a democracy and good governance that guarantees fundamental 

human rights and freedoms, which respect for human dignity and value (Rahman, 2006; Panday, 

2016). The people are actively involved through their elected representatives in administration at 

all levels (Halim, 1997). 

 

Table 1: Fundamental Principles of the State Policy in relation to Disaster Management 

Article no. and theme Constitution part 

Article 10: Socialism and freedom from exploitation   

 

 

 

Part II 

Article 11: Democracy and human rights 

Article 12: Secularism and freedom of religion  

Article 14: Emancipation of peasants and workers  

Article 15: Provision of necessities 

Article 16: Rural development and agricultural revolution  

Article 17: Free and compulsory education 

Article 18A: Protection and improvement of environment and biodiversity  

Article 19: Equality of opportunity 

 

Article 12 of the Constitution talks about secularism and religious freedom, as the people belonging 

to religious minorities are the most severe victims of any calamity. The government does not 

usually focus on religious minorities (Panday, 2016); yet, without secularism and freedom of 

religion, a well-designed and effective disaster management system is not possible (Bankoff, 

2002). For example, the Rohingya religious minority community in Myanmar was stricken hardest 

during and after cyclone Nargis (South, 2008; Kingston, 2015). On the contrary, similar situations 

do not usually occur in Bangladesh because Article 12 of the Constitution ensures secularism and 

religious freedom. In fact, it is the right of minorities to receive advantage equivalent to that of 

majority people, which ultimately triggers successful disaster management (Ahmed, 1978). Article 

28 also supports the provisions given in Article 12. It states that “the State must not discriminate 

against a citizen solely based on the religion, race, caste, gender or place of birth” (Alam, Shaifullah 

and Mahmud, 2013). Finally, Article 12 serves as protection for the religious minority in context 

of disaster management (Halim, 1997). It can, therefore, be said that the Bangladesh Constitution 

plays a vital role in protecting religious and other minorities in event of disasters.  

 

Bangladesh's economy continues to depend on agriculture, which accounts for about 35% of gross 

domestic product (GDP) (Mistri, Rahman and Khatun, 2015; Hossain et al., 2019), and the farmers 

and workers are the main drivers of the Bangladesh economy. However, these two groups of people 

are most susceptible to different disasters. Without the contribution of farmers and workers, it is 

impossible to advance the country. In general, workers and day labourers lose their livelihoods 

during cyclones and floods. Article 14 of the Bangladesh Constitution gives priority to the rights 

of farmers and workers. Article 14 clarifies that the primary responsibilities of the State are to 
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protect working people and farmers from all forms of exploitation. The main victims of disasters 

in Bangladesh are the landless workers, farmers and lower strata people of society. If people's basic 

needs can be met, their resilience can increase, and they can earn extra income from some 

manufacturing activities. Previously, countless people affected by disasters suffered from the 

unavailability of necessary goods and services. Now, fortunately, the Bangladesh Constitution 

guarantees all basic needs of the citizens. Article 15 of the Constitution protects livelihoods as well 

and guarantees the basic necessities of life, including food, clothing, shelter, education and medical 

care. The Constitution also guarantees the right to work, which ensures employment at a reasonable 

wage, quantity and quality of work. Disaster-affected people, especially small businesses and day 

labourers, lose their livelihoods (Nasreen, 2009).  

 

Most of the people of Bangladesh live in rural areas. Understandably, the development of rural 

economy means the development of the whole country (Faisal and Parveen, 2004). On the other 

hand, rural areas are most vulnerable to disasters such as cyclones and floods due to poor 

infrastructure (Mishra, 2001; Siddiqui and Hossain, 2006). Cyclones and large floods killed 

millions of rural people between 1971 and 2014. But mortality rates have declined significantly in 

recent years because of a program of disaster preparedness by various government and non-

governmental organizations (Mishra, 2001; Siddiqui and Hossain, 2006). Rural and coastal 

residents are most vulnerable to cyclones and storm surges. Frequently, various disasters, 

especially cyclones, storm surges and floods, have destroyed a significant number of rural crops, 

which ultimately affected the rural economy. Article 16 of the Bangladesh Constitution 

progressively promotes the agricultural revolution, rural electrification, development of households 

and other industries, education, communication and improvement of public health in rural areas. 

Sustainable development in rural areas significantly reduces susceptibility to natural and manmade 

disasters in Bangladesh. As a result, the Bangladesh Constitution is strongly supported by 

addressing disasters through sustainable development in rural areas. 

 

Education is the foundation of a nation. Generally, educated people are less vulnerable to different 

natural disasters because they are well aware of disaster and know how to adopt with disasters. 

Further, they follow various national and local level adaptation measures to cope with different 

disasters independently. It is often seen that fires occur in the city of Dhaka. The poor and illiterate 

people lose their lives and valuable resources. Due to their illiteracy, they are not aware of various 

hazards and disaster that they are exposed to and plenty of damages occur. Moreover, sometimes 

they do not care about government regulations. For this reason, about 3,500 people died during the 

Sidr cyclone because they did not follow the government's instructions. Article 17 of the 

Bangladesh Constitution emphasizes compulsory education. If people receive adequate training, 

they will learn more about the intensity of disaster and keep them aware and protected.  

 

Protecting the environment and biodiversity can help prevent or mitigate natural disasters (Hossain, 

Rahman and Islam, 2016). For example, the Sundarbans protected Syamnagar and Koyra upazila 

during the cyclone Sidr. Usually, the green belt of the coastal zone is used as a protective shield 

during a cyclone. A treeless environment can cause excessive loss and desertification (Ghosh et 

al., 2020). Northwest region of Bangladesh is used to combat drought in summer and winter; as a 

result there is water scarcity in these areas. But, the forest will reduce global warming in those parts 

of the country. Article 18A of the Bangladesh Constitution prioritizes the protection and 

enhancement of habitat and biodiversity.  
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The poorest of poor people are the most vulnerable to disasters (Kruhl, Adhikari and Dorka, 2018). 

But if the government guarantees equal opportunities for all, most people are bound to be safe. Yet, 

during every cyclone or flood, it turns out that the most miserable people receive less aid than the 

influential groups. Thus, the most vulnerable people are always deprived of all opportunities 

(Siddiqui and Hossain, 2006); however, Article 19 of the Constitution gives everyone the right to 

equal opportunities. If all citizens have equal opportunities, Bangladesh can become the most 

resilient nation in event of disasters. People living in coastal areas or on different islands like 

Sandeep, Kutubdia, St. Martin, Bhola, Hatia, etc. migrate to Dhaka or Chittagong cities. They do 

not get enough opportunities in their respective villages compared to the residents of big cities. 

Such a deprivation creates more vulnerability of poorest of poor people. Equal opportunities can 

help build a peaceful and sustainable society and a resilient nation.  

 

Table 2: Fundamental rights in relation to the disaster management 

Article no. and theme Constitution Part 

Article 28: Discrimination on the grounds of religion, etc.  

Part III Article 36: Freedom of movement 

Article 39: Freedom of thought and conscience and speech  

 

As mentioned in Table 2, Article 36 of the Constitution of Bangladesh makes it clear that citizens 

have the right to move freely around Bangladesh, to live and reside anywhere and to travel and 

return to Bangladesh. However, riverbank erosion is a major disaster in Bangladesh. The erosion 

of the riverbank causes thousands of people to lose their homes and to move to new areas, forcing 

the affected people flee to urban cities every year (Siddiqui and Hossain, 2006). Such a movement 

is possible because Article 36 of the Bangladesh Constitution describes freedom of movement. 

Likewise, if the press is independent, starvation is not possible in any country, as the media reveals 

all starvation cases. The media plays an essential role in disseminating basic information, especially 

to vulnerable people in disaster management, and therefore helps the government find the right 

news (Berkholder-Allen, 1999; Momtaz, 2013). Press has gained freedom through Article 39 of 

the Constitution of Bangladesh. A seasonal famine called Monga in northern part of Bangladesh 

was eradicated due to mass media reports filed by print and electronic media of Bangladesh. 

 

Role of the Constitution in the Disaster Management Cycle 

 

The effective disaster management cycle consists of four main stages: prevention/remediation, 

preparedness, feedback and recovery (Harrison and Johnson, 2016). From previous discussions, it 

is clarified that Constitution of Bangladesh plays an essential role in the effective management of 

natural disasters. The articles of the Constitution of Bangladesh having positive impact on different 

stages of the disaster management cycle are mentioned in Table 3.  

 

Table 3: Disaster management cycle and the Constitution 

Disaster management stages 

Prevention/Mitigation Preparedness Response Recovery 

Article 15: Provision of 

necessities 

Article 10: Socialism 

and freedom from 

exploitation  

Article 21: Duties 

of citizens and 

public servants  

Article 21: Duties 

of citizens and 

public servants  
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Article 16: Rural 

development and 

agricultural revolution 

Article 11: Democracy 

and human rights 

Article 28: 

Discrimination on 

the grounds of 

religion, etc.  

Article 28: 

Discrimination on 

the grounds of 

religion, etc. 

Article 17: Free and 

compulsory education 

Article 14: 

Emancipation of 

peasants and workers 

Article 37: 

Freedom of 

assembly 

Article 37: 

Freedom of 

assembly 

Article 18A: Protection 

and improvement of 

environment and 

biodiversity 

Article 17: Free and 

compulsory education  

 Article 39: 

Freedom of thought 

and conscience and 

speech 

Article 39: Freedom of 

thought and conscience 

and speech 

Article 19: Equality of 

opportunity 

  

 Article 23A: The 

culture of tribes, minor 

races, ethnic sects and 

communities  

  

 Article 27: Equality 

before the law 

  

 Article 36: Freedom of 

movement 

  

 

Influence of Constitution in Disaster Management Cycle 

 

Figure 3 depicts the influence of 

the Constitution of Bangladesh 

on different stages of disaster 

management cycle. All stages 

relate to 88% of the 

Constitution, whereas only 5% 

of the Constitution has a direct 

positive effect on preparedness 

for disaster, followed by 3% 

prevention/mitigation, 2% 

reaction and recovery. If the 

Constitution supp orts disaster 

management, then the 

management of natural 

disasters becomes concrete 

because all the concerned 

authorities of the government 

work under pressure of the 

supreme law.  

  

Figure 3: Positive influence of Constitution in Disaster 

Management cycle 
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Conclusions 

 

Bangladesh Constitution was enacted in 1971. People of Bangladesh had expectations that the 

Constitution would ensure their rights during disasters too, as the people have the fundamental 

right to get basic necessities from the State. From the findings, it is observed that different articles 

in the Constitution of Bangladesh ensured the right of the people as far as disasters are concerned. 

But the people of Bangladesh are not much aware about their rights. Thus, human rights 

organizations can take appropriate steps to make people aware of their rights during the onset of 

disasters. The Government of Bangladesh has passed the Disaster Management Act in 2012, 

wherein the role and responsibilities of various institutions are defined at the time of disasters. But 

none of the articles has specifically focused on the rights of the disaster-affected people. Therefore, 

specially amended articles can be included focusing on the rights of disaster-affected people only. 

The poor, women-headed families, widows and other neglected communities should be given 

highest priority. The Government of Bangladesh should ensure integrated disaster risk 

management and adaptation strategies for most vulnerable regions of the country such as weak 

Chittagong hill tracts, Bhola, Hatia and other coastal districts. 
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