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In	times	of	crisis…	
By	Sarah	Gekeler,	SOCEO	

	
Embankments	are	being	enforced	with	the	cyclone	approaching	

While	India	is	battling	the	outbreak	of	Covid-19,	the	

strict	lockdown	put	in	place	to	control	the	spread	of	
the	 pandemic	 brought	 the	 country	 to	 a	 near	 halt.	
Since	 25th	 March	 the	 measures	 put	 in	 place	 to	

combat	 Covid-19	 have	wide-ranging	 effects	 on	 the	
livelihoods	 of	 the	 informal	 sector	 and	 other	
vulnerable	 communities.	 Amidst	 this	 deep	 crisis,	 a	

severe	 cyclonic	 storm	 further	 aggravated	 the	
situation	 and	 pushed	 the	 inhabitants	 of	 the	
Sundarbans	 on	 the	 brink	 of	 total	 collapse.	 Cyclone	

Amphan	 made	 the	 landfall	 on	 20th	 May	 in	 the	
Sundarbans	 devastating	 tree	 covers,	 destroying	
innumerable	 houses,	 damaging	 sources	 of	 potable	

water	and	disrupting	electricity,	telecommunication	
&	internet.	In	some	places	the	embankments	of	the	
islands	 broke	 and	 the	 incoming	 saltwater	 caused	

long-term	damage	to	agricultural	lands.	

In	these	times	of	crisis,	Soceo	has	joined	forces	with	
other	 organisations	 in	 the	 Sundarbans	 to	 support	

the	 communities	 with	 whom	 Soceo	 is	 connected	
through	 its	 different	 research,	 experiment	 and	
implementation	projects	in	the	region.		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Livelihood	of	the	smallholder	farmers	

With	 the	 restrictions	 on	 movement	 put	 in	 place,	
many	 smallholder	 farmers	 were	 not	 able	 to	 sell	
their	 products	 in	 the	 usual	 way	 in	 the	 last	 few	

months.	Since	end	of	March,	many	families	suffered	
double	blow:	While	the	women	working	as	farmers	
could	 not	 sell	 their	 produce;	 the	 men	 who	 often	

work	 as	 migrant	 labourers	 in	 other	 states	 were	
forced	 to	 come	 back	 to	 their	 home	 village	 thus	
losing	 their	 source	 of	 cash	 income.	 The	 high	 price	

paid	 for	 the	 journey	 back	 home	 has	 often	 added	
insult	 to	 injury.	 To	 aggravate	 the	 situation	 further,	
the	 main	 agricultural	 season	 for	 the	 area	 starts	

beginning	 of	 June	 and	 many	 households	 may	 not	
have	 the	monetary	 resources	 to	kick-start	 the	new	
cultivation	because	either	they	have	depleted	their	

savings	during	the	 lockdown	or	 if	anything	was	still	
left	the	cyclone	has	taken	that	away.		

	

Destroyed	house	and	uprooted	tree	after	Cyclone	Amphan	

It	 not	 very	difficult	 to	 foresee	 the	 impending	 long-
term	danger	to	the	socio-economic	situation	 in	the	
Sundarbans	in	case	smallholder	farmers	fail	to	kick-

start	 the	 cultivation	 in	 a	 timely	 and	 appropriate	
manner.	 In	 the	 context	 in	 association	 with	
ChildFund	 Deutschland	 and	 Schöck	 Familien	

Stiftung,	 Soceo	 is	 setting	 up	 an	 ‘socio-economic	
rehabilitation	 fund’	 for	 over	 600	 smallholder	
farmers	 (especially	women)	 and	 their	 families.	 The	

majority	 of	 these	 farmers	 are	 connected	 to	 the	
activities	 of	 the	 agricultural	 ‘Knowledge	 Centre’	 in	
the	Sundarbans.	The	fund	will	be	mainly	utilised	for	

the	farmers	to	undertake	their	agricultural	activities	
in	 the	 next	 months.	 The	 farmers	 will	 be	 further	
inspired	 and	 guided	 to	 establish	 and	 manage	 a	

‘revolving	 fund’	 with	 the	 money,	 which	 they	 can	
reuse	in	future.		
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Strengthening	informal	waste	pickers	

	

Waste	Picker	is	sorting	collected	plastic	

The	measures	put	 in	place	to	combat	Covid-19	had	

a	 tremendous	 impact	 on	 the	 informal	 sector	 in	
India.	 In	 this	 time,	waste	pickers	and	accumulators	
who	perform	a	crucial	task	to	keep	the	environment	

clean	 were	 not	 being	 able	 to	 work	 as	 usual.	
Particularly	 in	 rural	 areas	 like	 the	 Sundarbans,	

where	 Soceo	 is	 working	 on	 plastic	 waste	
management	 systems,	 the	 informal	 waste	 pickers	
could	 not	 collect	 recyclable	 and	 resalable	 wastes	

since	the	lockdown	took	effect.	Like	the	smallholder	
farmers,	 they	 have	 lost	 their	 income	 and	 will	 lack	
the	 resources	 to	 restart	 collection	 once	 the	

lockdown	is	over.	Like	others	inhabitants	of	the	area	
they	 also	 have	 been	 additionally	 affected	 by	 the	
cyclone.	To	support	the	informal	waste	pickers	and	

accumulators	 to	 come	 out	 of	 the	 situation	 and	 to	
restart	 the	 collection,	 the	 Röchling	 Stiftung	 and	
Soceo	are	extending	 support	 to	 approximately	500	

waste	pickers	in	the	Sundarbans.	

Producing	masks	locally	for	the	locals	

	

Women	with	locally	produced	masks	

Protective	 masks	 are	 crucial	 in	 combating	 the	
outbreak	 of	 Covid-19.	 	 The	 sudden	 high	
requirement	 of	 which	 will	 either	 make	 the	 supply	

irregular	 or	 push	 the	 price	 up.	 To	 make	 ‘masks’	
available	 easily	 and	 cheaply,	 Soceo	 facilitated	

production	 and	 sale	 of	mask	 by	 local	 women	 as	 a	
form	 of	 social	 business	 in	 the	 time	 a	 crisis.	 Three	

local	 organisations	 in	 West	 Bengal,	 Madhovita	 (a	
women’s	 co-operative	 in	 Darjeeling),	 Mrittika	
Prayas	and	Bithari	Disha	(Not-for-profits	working	 in	

the	 Sundarbans)	 took	 the	 initiatives	 and	 still	
continuing	 till	 today.	 Through	 these	 efforts	 over	
1500	masks	have	already	been	produced	for	sale	at	

a	reasonable	price	to	the	community	members.	The	
organisations	also	distributed	masks	to	 local	health	
workers	as	a	part	of	the	initiative.		

Food	for	the	most	vulnerable	

	

Food	preparation	in	the	Community	Kitchen	

Supported	 by	 the	 German	 Consulate	 General	 in	
Kolkata	 and	 Soceo,	 the	 local	 organisations	 of	 the	

Sundarbans,	Mrittika	Prayas	and	Bithari	Disha,	have	
initiated	 a	 ‘Community	 Kitchen’	 to	 ensure	 one	 full	

meal	per	day	for	some	of	the	most	vulnerable.	The	
beneficiaries	 include	 more	 than	 300	 children	 and	
seniors	 per	 day	 from	 many	 highly	 vulnerable	

families.	 The	 ‘Community	 Kitchen’	 started	 in	 April	
already	during	lockdown	and	is	running	till	this	day.	
In	 the	 post-Amphan	 situation,	 efforts	 have	 been	

made	 to	 increase	 the	 number	 of	 beneficiaries	 per	
day.	 One	 of	 the	 most	 heartening	 aspects	 of	 the	
initiative	 has	 been	 the	 generous	 support	 received	

from	the	Indo-German	companies	of	the	region.		

	

	

	

	

Soceo	along	with	its	international	and	local	partner	
organisations	 is	 relentlessly	 trying	 to	 stand	 by	 the	

inhabitants	 of	 the	 Sundarbans	 suffering	 from	 the	
double	whammy	of	Covid-19	and	cyclone	Amphan.	


