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Mirpur 2,  Dhaka 1216  

Bangladesh 

Link Letter No 16 August 2010 
 

Dear Friends, 

 

What would it be like if the water in your home was not fit to drink –at best left a nasty taste in your 
mouth and at worst was likely to kill you if you kept drinking it?  That is the situation facing may 

people in southern and western Bangladesh who I (David) have visited in the past few months.   

 

In March I (David) visited the village of Kanainagor, in the south west Bangladesh.  It is in the coastal 
region, close to the port of Mongla (south of the city of Khulna) and just north of the majestic 

Sunderban forest - the thick mangrove jungle where the tigers live!  I went at the request of the 

bishop in response to the local church‟s plea for help to solve problems with drinking water.   
 

It was a beautiful journey there - crossing a large river on a small boat and travelling the last few 

kilometres on rickshaw.  The morning March sun was not too warm as we looked across the flat land to 

the river and the trees marking the beginning of the Sunderbans on the far bank.  But something was 
not right.  And then it struck me – where was the rice paddy?  Everywhere else I have been to in 

Bangladesh has rice fields, but here the fields were largely empty, and many had been flooded, turned 

into ponds for shrimp cultivation.   
 

I quickly realised from discussion with villagers that the problems with drinking water and for 

agriculture is caused by the same thing – salt!  The ponds where people have traditionally obtained 

fresh water have gradually been becoming more saline over the past 20 years.  The villagers I spoke to 
blame the Faraka Dam on the Ganges in India, (which was constructed in 1975).  Because of this dam, 

less water flows down the river in winter season, and the reduction of fresh water from inland allows 

the sea water to come further up the rivers.  This salty water has gradually seeped through the 

The landscape around the village: note plenty of fields but none being used for rice cultivation due to high salinity in the soil 
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ground, contaminating ponds and reducing agricultural output.  As a result, many farmers turned to 

shrimp and other fish farming to earn their income.  However, this required major excavations for 
ponds, which feed more saline water into the groundwater, thus making the groundwater even more 

saline.   

 

But while things might have been getting tough, at least they were bearable.  
That was until the 2 devastating cyclones in the past 3 years (Sidr in Nov 

2007 and Aila in May 2009).  These cyclones, especially Aila, drove a huge 

amount of swirling sea-water across the land, filling up ponds and leaving salt 
on the fields. As a result, the few remaining fresh water ponds were turned 

saline, and fields are now so saline that trees have died and no crops can 

grow.  The mango tree outside the church house has died, and is now just a 

dead bit of wood.  A number of villagers‟ homes have small kitchen gardens, 
but since Aila they can grow no crops there.   

 

Mr Sader, a 50 year old farmer who has lived in Kanainagor all his life, told 
me that 30 years ago he used to be quite wealthy, growing rice, vegetables 

and keeping cattle.  Now he grows only a few vegetables and has 2 cattle, 

although due to lack of crops he struggles even to feed them.  As he 

succinctly put it “We used to be wealthy, now we survive hand to mouth”.   I asked about the future, 
and he said his children (in early twenties), do not want to come back as there is no income or job.  As 

for himself, he said “This my native land.  Though there are many problems, we do not want to leave 

from here.  This is my house, my land, my property, I can‟t leave here.”   
 

The issues facing the village are vast and complex.  The drinking water situation can at least be eased 

through provision of rainwater tanks, and Church of Bangladesh Social Development Programme 
(CBSDP) has already provided a number of these, but more are needed.  Seeing even a partial solution 

to the agricultural/ economic problems is more difficult.  The soil may gradually lose its salinity if 

things go well.  However that is unlikely as climate experts predict that global warming will lead to 

more devastating cyclones and a reduction in winter rainfall causing decreased river flow. This will lead 
to the situation getting worse, not better.   

 

As I reflect on this situation, I am struck by an inter-linkage of global and local factors causing such 
environmental degradation.  In this case, the problems seem to be caused by regional (river dams) and 

local (fish farming) factors in the first instance.  But these are only exacerbated by global factors 

(climate change causing increased cyclones).  Climate change can‟t be blamed entirely for the problems 

at Kanainagor, but at the very least, it is making an already difficult situation much worse.   
 

And as I reflect further I see that climate change simply highlights the injustice inherent in this 

world.  The rich western countries are rich largely because of industrial activity which has produced, 
and still produces, vast quantities of greenhouse gases.  And it is these gases that are now causing 

climate change which is likely to inhibit Bangladesh‟s development.  And even within Bangladesh it is the 

poor people who are worst affected and who suffer most. 

 
 

ARSENIC 

A few months after my visit to Kanainagor I visited a few of the villages in the west of Bangladesh 
affected by arsenic contamination.  The situation is different from that in Kanainagor, as there is no 
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physical clue in the landscape that anything is untoward.  The fields are green with rice paddy and 

people collect water from tubewells taking water from deep in the ground.  However, this hides a 
deadly secret, as many wells are contaminated with naturally occurring arsenic, which if consumed over 

time will lead to skin lesions, cancers and often death.   

 

I knew this of course when I visited the villages.  I‟ve spoken of this horrible situation in previous link 
letters.  The problem of arsenic has been known about for over 10 years, and CBSDP has done a lot of 

work to address the issue, providing alternative water supplies so people no longer have to consume 

arsenic water and encouraging people to eat the right foods that will help their bodies get rid of the 
arsenic that has already built up.   

   

So what shocked me in these villages were reports of people dying in 

the last year as a result of arsenic poisoning.  And many people came 
to me to show me the dark marks on their hands – the first signs of 

arsenicosis (arsenic poisoning).  Clearly, despite our work, there are 

people still suffering as a result of consuming arsenic.  The reasons 
for this are unclear. It may be that they still consume arsenic, either 

from occasional use of contaminated wells or perhaps through food 

(there is some evidence that rice grown in water from contaminated 

irrigation wells can contain arsenic).  Or it may be simply that these people consumed so much water 
earlier in their lives and are too poor to be able to eat a nutritious enough diet of pulses, eggs, milk 

that their body has not been able to remove the arsenic that was consumed.  

 
Talking to these people, it becomes irrelevant how they have come to develop arsenicosis.  My heart 

breaks as I listen to them asking for help, their voices showing a hint of desperation as they recount 

the people who have died.  I am humbled as they look at me, the westerner, the rich man who in their 
eyes can save them.  But apart from reminding them to avoid the arsenic contaminated wells I can do 

little for them.  I remind them to eat the right foods, but I know deep down that their poverty 

prohibits them from doing so in a meaningful way.  The discussion takes place beside a new well and I 

am reminded of Jesus‟ discussion with the women at the well, where he says he is the water of LIFE.  
That is what they need – this new well provides safe water now and in future, but they need water that 

will clear up the contamination of the past.   

 
Later that same day, back at the office a number of arsenic patients 

came to collect their monthly supply of vitamin treatment.  This can 

alleviate some symptoms, but unfortunately once arsenicosis develops, it 

is very difficult to reverse it.  But as I was helping the distribution, I 
realised that this assistance goes far beyond the physical treatment.  By 

providing help, however small, we are showing we care, and we give a 

measure of dignity to people who are suffering for no other reason than 
drinking water.   

 

The unfairness of it all again strikes me.  Everyone in these areas drink 

water from tubewells, yet it is predominantly the poor we see with 
arsenicosis.  I can only assume that the more wealthy eat a more 

nutritious diet, and thus rid their bodies of arsenic before it builds up.  

Once again, it is the poor people who are worst affected and who suffer most. 
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OTHER MATTERS 

Sarah continues working in the education department, and helped 

lead a teacher training workshop at the end of May in Jobarpar.  

The focus of this training was for teachers of classes 4 and 5 to 

build their knowledge for teaching the subjects of Maths and 
English, particularly in preparing pupils for the newly introduced 

government „shomaponi‟ exams at the end of class 5.  It was 

particularly enjoyable this time as Sarah felt she was recognising 
teachers and was able to do some practical work with them.   

 

We have had plenty of cause for family celebrations in the last few months.  Matthew was baptised in 

early June, and we were delighted that the recently retired Bishop Baroi, whom we worked with for 
much of our time here, was able to conduct the service.  We also celebrated Matthew‟s first birthday 

in August.  Rebecca & Reuben seemed the most excited, but Matthew did enjoy the wrappings on his 

presents!   In August Reuben started school, attending pre-school 5 mornings a week.  Rebecca has 
moved up to year 1 and now stays at school until after lunch.  We are so grateful that they both seem 

to really enjoy school, skipping together off to the school bus at 7:15 every morning!   We are thankful 

for the school, allowing us (and many other families) to remain working here while our children receive 

good education.  David is also involved on the board of trustees for the school, so we feel well linked to 
it!  Check it out at www.graceinternationalschool.org, especially if you know any teachers who may want 

to work here for a few years. 

 
We had another cause to celebrate in May when our visas were renewed – we now each have 3 year 

multiple entry visas – something that seemed impossible not too long ago.  In addition, the paperwork 

for the correct visa for Pat Jamison, the new mission partner, finally came through, and she has now 
obtained a „missionary‟ visa.  Pray that she can now get the necessary extension to this from the visa 

office here in Dhaka.  

 

We are so very grateful for your prayer support – we know it does make a difference in our work and 
lives here.  Please keep it up……!  We welcome hearing from you (though we can‟t promise to reply in a 

timely manner!) - please use the email or new postal address at the top of this letter.   

 
Join us in thanking God for…. 

 His constant care and provision for us, 

which we so often take for granted. 

 The provision of rainwater tanks in 
Kanainagor. 

 Matthew‟s good health and happy 

personality.  
 A lovely family break away at the end of 

July. 

 Our visas - valid for three years! 

 
 

 

Please pray for…. 

 The poor who are most affected by 

environmental degradation and natural 

calamities. 
 GRACE school and the staff who work 

there. 

 Wisdom for the new leadership in CBSDP. 
 David as he continues to work with 

colleagues in the restructuring of CBSDP. 

 Our health – a number of friends have had 

dengue and some colleagues‟ families have 
typhoid. 

 

With love from the five of us….. 

David, Sarah, Rebecca, Reuben & Matthew 

 

http://www.graceinternationalschool.org/

