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Energy and Poverty in Bangladesh:
Sustainability Accounting Perspectives
Mahmood Hasan Khan, Amzad Hossain** and Dora Marinova***
Poverty in rural Bangladesh is commonly explained
with lack of reliable energy supply. Intrinsically
motivated, the purpose of this research is to put such
a rhetoric to the test. Following a qualitative analysis of
traditional wisdom data, including teachings of the
mystic Baul-philosophers, the main finding is that
energy and poverty are largely unrelated but linked to
the social, geo-environmental and cultural norms of
Bangladesh. A push to fossil fuel-based electrification
to reduce poverty is unsustainable with renewable
energy being the best option instead. The study
concludes that rural resilience largely depends on
practicing sustainability accounting for natural
resources conservation.

JEL Codes: I32, N75 and Q42

1. Introduction
Economic development has long been associated with energy provision and use. It is
assumed that the lack of reliable energy impedes development and causes poverty to persist
(e.g. Khandker et al. 2009, 2010; Barnes et al. 2010, 2011). Hence, chronic poverty in rural
Bangladesh is seen as the result from a crisis in energy supply. The majority of this country’s
population, namely 80% out of 160 million, lives in rural areas and the rhetoric about the link
between energy and poverty largely misrepresents its geo-physical and socio-ecological
reality. It is a foreign western view of the world. The natural, socio-economic and
demographic features of rural Bangladesh are not conducive to the same predominantly
fossil fuel based electricity generation and transmission as in the West.
This study explores the link between energy and poverty within the context of rural
Bangladesh. It is intrinsically motivated (Griggs 2010) by the opportunity to explore and learn
(Coon & Mitterer 2010) from rural practices to better understand how important energy
provision is in defining poverty. Its research question is: how is rural poverty in Bangladesh
manifested and what is its link to energy availability? The purpose of the study is to put to the
test the western interpretation of the connection between poverty and energy provision.
Development in any settings needs to take into account the specific reality on the ground and
generalised assumptions, such as in this case – electrification based on fossil fuels, rarely
work. In Bangladesh, the country’s culture of sustainability accounting (Khan et al. 2015) has
resulted in rural people living within the available resources and environmental limitations.
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Within the context of the developing world, Bangladesh is of particular interest not only
because of its large share of rural population but also because of the progress the country
has made in achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (GED 2015) and its
current commitment to the targets of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
adopted in 2015. In fact, the UN sees Bangladesh as a leader and a role model for South
Asia (Star Business Report 2016). Two of the SDGs refer specifically to the topic of this
analysis, namely Goal 1 No Poverty and Goal 7 Renewable Energy (UN 2016).
The findings of the study argue that improving the quality of life and reducing poverty in rural
Bangladesh should be achieved by building self-reliance and using renewable resources. It
shows that in the case of Bangladesh, the lack of energy is largely unrelated to poverty which
is a cultural and widely accepted phenomenon in rural areas. This most-needed different
perspective recognises the nature of poverty roots in Bangladesh and disassociates them
from the need for electrification at all cost – as has been the case with using petrochemicals
and fossil fuel-based energy sources. At the same time, this should allow development
efforts, including those related to energy, to be directed towards renewables and selfreliance. The significance of the analysis presented here is in discrediting exotic assumptions
and making the case for resilience. This new perspective on the link between poverty and
energy explains the Bangladeshi case in a way that allows to leapfrog the stage of polluting
energy-related technologies in order to preserve the country’s natural resources and build
the capacity of its population to face a more ecologically secure future. These new findings
are significant both, within the context of the extant literature and also for policy decisions
related to allocation of resources.
The paper is organised around the themes of energy and poverty which are first covered by
literature review. This is followed by an explanation of the methodology of the current
analysis and the achieved new findings around sustainability accounting and self-reliance.
The final concluding section summarises the main argument of the study, explains its
limitations and emphasises its importance for policy development.

2. Literature Review
Sustainability, or meeting the needs of current and future generations (WCED 1987), is the
overarching current theoretical, practical and policy framework for development. It requires
integration of all aspects of development, often presented by the social, environmental and
economic triad. Sustainable development has particular priorities in different parts of the
world with developing countries facing the urgency of meeting the needs of their current
populations without compromising the ability of future generations to also have access to
natural resources and the same opportunities. Raphaely (2012) argues that the economic
aspect of development is embedded in the social and environmental conditions and can only
be secondary to efforts of individual empowerment for sustainability. This approach is
particularly relevant when dealing with issues of poverty where everyday survival and
resilience remain the main priority.
When it comes to poverty, a major part of rural Bangladesh has always been poor. Poverty
implies lack of adequate resources to guarantee nutritious food and basic needs. Another
face of poverty is dependence on others for survival and making a living. According to
Lauber (2005), the lack of electricity and gas exacerbates rural poverty with village people
suffering in relation to food, health, education, income, occupational and general
developmental opportunities. Many see improving availability of energy (or reducing energy
poverty) as a condition for reducing income-related poverty (Barnes et al. 2011). Although
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energy provision can benefit the poor, it has to be done in a way that is appropriate and
builds capacity for them to become self-reliant without destroying the natural environment on
which they depend. This has not been the case in rural Bangladesh where 45% of rural
households are income poor (Barnes et al. 2011). Below we review literature on poverty and
attempts to eradicate it, including the Green Revolution and fossil fuel based energy supply.
2.1 Poverty in Bangladesh
The lack of "a minimum nutritionally adequate diet plus essential non-food requirements…
not affordable" (Townsend 1993, p. 9) is the most obvious manifestation of poverty. It may
be caused by social norms associated with the use and distribution of available resources,
lack of social safety nets, political turmoil, civil unrest and war conflicts but it could also be
the outcome of natural phenomena, including droughts, floods, fires, earthquakes, hurricanes
and other extreme weather events and geographic phenomena. Both groups of factors –
social and natural, are creating poverty in Bangladesh. Brammer (1997), for example,
explains that soil or land erosion due to river migration causes poverty to hundreds of
thousands of families in the Char lands of Bangladesh. Another example is the neo-poverty
generated through foreign aid which forces rural people to take loans they cannot repay
(Hossain 2001).
The Green Revolution of the 1970s was an attempt of the West to assist in poverty
alleviation in Bangladesh. People thought that it aimed only “to increase agricultural output
with high-yield seeds, chemical fertilisers and pesticides, irrigation, and advanced machinery”
(Dauvergne 2009, p. 87). In reality however it delivered the opposite results – declining
natural resources and cultural heritage. Its energy intensive technologies, such as
mechanical tilling and irrigation, chemical fertilisers, insecticides and pesticides are some of
the most damaging agents for humankind and the environment. Any benefits from increased
agricultural productivity were short-term, unsustainable and at the cost of contamination
(Shiva 1993).
The Green Revolution created an ecological breakdown in nature through major changes in
ecosystems and agrarian structures together with a breakdown of society with local labour
replaced by capital- and chemical-intensive solutions, creating debt for farmers. According to
Shiva (1993), these are the consequences of a policy based on tearing apart both nature and
society. The Green Revolution technologies generated social and cultural setback, including
widening of the economic gap between the rich and the poor farmers as well as politicocultural crises due to the erosion of moral values (Shiva 1993, 2016; Rogers et al. 2008).
Most importantly, its technologies created demand for electricity beyond what the country
could supply.
2.2 Energy in Bangladesh
Energy, generated mainly from fossil fuels, is seen as necessary for socio-economic
development, crucial and indispensible to initiate and maintain progress (UNDP 1993). Since
the 1990s however concerns are raised about resource depletion, climate change and air
pollution associated with fossil fuels. The IPCC assessments reports (e.g. IPCC 2013) show
that the western energy intensive economies are responsible for climate change and the
planet’s projected bleak future. Energy demand needs to be met through clean sources,
which do not cause further environmental deterioration and are also economically affordable,
technically and culturally appropriate (Hossain 2001).
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The link between poverty and energy is not straightforward. With development being
reframed within a sustainability context, satisfying growing demand for energy in rural
Bangladesh is progressively being set within renewable energy programs for poverty
reduction (Goal 1 of the Millennium Development, UN 2015a). This is also an expectation in
the Sustainable Development Goals (UN 2015b).
The fossil fuel centralised model for energy provision is not suitable for Bangladesh for a
number of reasons. First, the country needs to import gas, petrol and coal, as it does not
have large fossil fuel reserves (Islam et al. 2008). Second, its geography – with many rivers,
canals and lakes criss-crossing the countryside, frequent river erosion, dispersed rural
settlements and families living on boats, deep forests in the undulating Barind, and the Hill
Tracts – is not conducive to building a centralised grid (World Bank 2013). Third, such
energy is not affordable to the rural poor and the technology is similarly expensive and not
appropriate (Hossain 2001). Fourth, these technologies contribute to climate change and
utterly damage the environment. Energy generation and distribution are contributing the bulk
of the global greenhouse emissions – 24% (IPCC 2013). The entire energy sector together
with energy intensive industries needs to be reformed in order to conform to a sustainable
development ethos (Newton 2006).
2.3 Sustainability Accounting
A relatively recent academic concept which attempts to account for the human impacts on
the environment is sustainability accounting (Khan et al. 2016). As a social practice, its aim is
to reconcile, in the case of energy, the ecological footprint of power generation with the
ecological health of the planet as well as with the social implications this has on
communities. Sustainability accounting is a new way of representing and reporting about the
performance of a sector, such as energy generation, by disclosing non-financial information
which relates to its ecological and social performance (Tilt 2009).
According to Khan et al. (2016) however, sustainability accounting has been a long-aged
tradition in rural Bangladesh. It is practiced through traditional wisdom and folklore as a way
to provide information about social and environmental responsibilities. Part of the social
obligations relates to support of poor people while responsibilities linked to the environment
apply to all. Khan et al. (2016) also identify three value principles of sustainability accounting
which should guide behaviour when it comes to any economic activities, including power
generation. They are: kindness – explained as use of resources without destruction, modesty
– understood as limiting consumption so that there is also left for others; and resilience –
manifested through self-reliance and strength to overcome adversities.
The above value principles of sustainability accounting should also inform the relationship
between poverty and energy. Linking energy supply to poverty alleviation and economic
development without considering its adverse environmental, economic, social and cultural
impacts on sustainability is largely flawed. Without sustainability accounting and a change in
the current fossil fuel based global developmental paradigm, poverty is likely to occur and
persist in a world of ecological decline and resource depletion (Gibson et al. 2005). However,
there is also an opportunity to show a better alternative.
Bangladesh requires a different approach to development that is informed by the tradition of
self-reliance, sustainability accounting and responsibility. The major elements of such
practices are embedded in the country’s culture and spirituality for nature conservation.
While the link between energy and poverty has been researched and conceptualised within a
136

Khan, Hossain & Marinova
Western type development model, the input to this debate from traditional sources and
practices remains largely unexplored. The current study seeks to bridge this research and
conceptual gap.

3. Methodology
According to Uddin (2009), the nature and specifics of traditionalist societies need to be
considered in order to understand governance and accounting practices in Bangladesh. The
work of Weber (1978) explains the importance of the socio-cultural context, including
historical, cultural, social and economic factors, in shaping a particular type of society, such
as traditionalist. This is particularly relevant to understanding the complex socio-cultural and
economic issue of poverty. Traditionalism and traditionalist domination are further explored
by Uddin and Choudhury (2008) to explain the Bangladeshi society.
This study starts from a similar perspective by acknowledging the traditionalist nature of rural
Bangladesh. It is based on qualitative analysis in order to answer the “how” and “what”
research question set up for this investigation (Yin 2013) in an interpretive and pragmatic
way (Saunders et al. 2016). This recognises that research about people is more complex in
nature than studying objects and physical phenomena – interpretivism, and while multiple
viewpoints about the truth and reality exist, pragmatism accepts that the researcher/s should
study what is of particular interest to them (Saunders et al. 2016).
The following sources are used to allow for triangulation of the data and collection methods
(Patton 2015). First, two of the authors have first-hand experience (since 1970s) about the
energy crisis and poverty phenomena in rural Bangladesh. Second, in order to understand
the link between energy and poverty, we have analysed a large volume of traditional
knowledge as expressed by the country’s spiritual gurus in their teachings and songs. Third,
field research was conducted in rural Bangladesh in 2010–2014 with several trips during
which participant observation (Kawulich 2005) was used. Finally, secondary information and
evidence from newspapers, digital and other sources were collected and analysed. Through
these methods various aspects of sustainability in rural Bangladesh are covered, including
poverty characteristics, use of technologies, cultural traits and self-reliance. A qualitative
analysis is best suited when dealing with complex issues and questions which relate to why
people make certain decisions and how they apply moral values and judgments. This
approach differs from quantitative analysis when the aims are to explore frequencies and
distributions and questions, such as how many and how often certain phenomena manifest.
A more meaningful interpretation of the reality of rural Bangladesh can be achieved through
the adopted qualitative approach.
In assessing the poverty and energy rhetoric in Bangladesh, we relate them to sustainability.
A major part in the analysis is focused on the role of the Baul philosophers – the mystics of
Bangladesh, who educate people with spontaneous songs in response to socio-economic
and political issues, solutions to environmental problems, moral values and spirituality. The
highly respected in Bangladesh Bauls are recognised as an intangible cultural heritage to
humanity by UNESCO (2008) for their life philosophy and contribution to sustainability.
Although there have been several studies examining the link between energy and poverty in
Bangladesh (e.g. Barnes et al. 2010, 2011; Khandker et al. 2009, 2010; Energypedia 2016)
and even within sustainable development context (e.g. Hossain and Tamim 2005/2006,
Mondal 2010), all of them rely on quantitative and technical descriptions as the basis for
future recommendations, policies and strategies. The approach taken in this study is very
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different as it is firstly, interpretive and secondly, builds on the traditionalist nature of the rural
Bangladeshi society. This allows us to provide a new perspective which has not been
considered before and which enriches the understanding of poverty by offering ways for it to
be reconciled with energy.

4. Results and Analysis
4.1 Energy
Bangladesh has a relatively small energy infrastructure and the country’s 280 kWh annual
electricity consumption per capita is one of the lowest in the world (World Bank 2015). Fossil
fuel driven energy generation and distribution cannot be made sustainable because of the
country’s geo-environmental, cultural and economic characteristics as well as its poor
resource base with small oil and coal deposits and limited natural gas reserves. Furthermore,
Bangladesh does not yet have the necessary hardware manufacturing industries for
infrastructural requirements related to distribution lines nor a good skill base for energy
management – factors which could contribute to lowering the costs of production and supply.
The price of energy cannot be maintained at an affordable level. Frequent price hikes hit
hard both commercial and residential consumers and are regularly reported in the daily
newspapers. For example, the government increased the retail prices of electricity by 64%
between 2010 and 2014 (Ahsan 2014). The prices of diesel, kerosene, furnace oil and
compressed natural gas are similarly on the rise. Being increasingly dependent on the
imports of fuel and technologies, Bangladesh is also exposed to changes in the global prices.
The total installed capacity of Bangladesh’s energy generation systems is 11,532 MW in
2015 while the daily generation is around 6000–8000 MW (BPDB 2015). Its fuel mix
includes: natural gas 63%, furnace oil 20%, diesel 8%, coal 2% and hydro 2% (plus power
imports of around 5%) (BPDB 2015). With the prospect of the available domestic gas
reserves being exhausted in the next 10 years (Rahman 2013) and no new fields discovered,
the country would have to rely on imports. This is economically unviable and with only a
small current share of renewable energy, the Bangladesh energy sector is contributing to
environmental pollution and greenhouse gas emissions.
The coverage of the electricity grid is also limited. According to the International Energy
Agency, the 2012 total primary energy supply in Bangladesh was 0.21 tonnes of oil
equivalent per capita compared to 0.64 in India, 5.27 in China and 5.55 in Australia (IEA
2015). Only 60% of the population have access to electricity (World Bank 2015) and for rural
areas this share is down to 40% (World Bank 2013). Even when access is available, frequent
supply disruptions, poor transmission and network operation hinder the country’s economy
and household sector (Islam et al. 2014).
The above energy scenario is most likely to persist, because CO2 emissions intensive
development is incompatible with Bangladesh’s economic affordability. The country is not
economically capable to import increasing amounts of petroleum (Ahiduzzam & Islam 2011).
A large fraction of Bangladesh’s annual budget is aid dependent and its foreign debt is
continuingly increasing (Khan 2014). The infrastructure for electricity production and
distribution is old, badly maintained, frequently breaks down and is inadequate to meet the
demand. Power cuts are a regular occurrence; many areas are supplied only for a few hours
per day; others have no power for many days in a row. Moreover, in the process of import
and distribution of goods and services, including power supply, there exists a severe mal138
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governance infected with corruption, western marketing practices of non-essential products,
over-exploitation of local natural resources, and above all, people’s values degradation
(Hossain & Marinova 2015). Under these circumstances the Bangladesh poor do not stand a
chance to benefit from such electricity supply.
On the other hand, Bangladesh is a niche country for renewable energy systems as it is
endowed with a range of resources, such as solar, wind, tidal, geothermal, biomass and
biogas. It is possible to avoid the present state of energy crisis with renewable resources that
would bring real opportunities for the country’s rural areas and its dispersed population.
Government and non-government agencies are starting to actively pursue renewable energy
based power project development. While the government utilities are engaged with largescale grid connected renewable energy, the private sector is involved with off-grid homebased solutions. Since its introduction in 2003, the solar home system (SHS) – the first
significant PV-based rural electrification program, is increasingly becoming popular in
Bangladesh with more than 3 million installed units. The program is thriving through its
integration with the government’s financial institution – Infrastructure Development Company
Limited (IDCOL) established in 1997 (IDCOL 2014). It is considered a successful model for
installation of SHSs in the world and has received international recognition through several
sustainable business and finances awards, such as the Karlsruhe Sustainable Finance
Award in 2013 and 2014 and Asia power and electricity award in 2014 (IDCOL 2014).
Such developments are much better suited to the cultural undercurrent of responsible
environmental behaviour and sustainability accounting (Khan et al. 2015) that support selfreliant simple living largely averting consumerism (Hossain 2001). They are also consistent
with people accepting ordinary climatic normalcy rather than prioritising energy-based
technological solutions. Finally they give a better chance to the rural poor to maintain and
gradually improve their quality of life without destroying the livelihoods on which they depend.
4.2 No Poverty–Energy Link
Linking traditional poverty phenomena to an energy crisis in Bangladesh is largely irrelevant
and misrepresents the rural reality. There is no obvious direct link between energy and
poverty. In fact, the diversity of poverty in this country is manifestation of a wide range of
problems that are rooted not solely in the social and economic structure of society, but are
also highly linked to its geographic and climatic conditions. The lack of electricity per se is not
a cause of poverty and energy can play only a limited role in changing the country’s rural
areas. According to Hossain (2001), there are four types of inherent and difficult to address
poverty characteristics that exist in Bangladesh – the needy, beggars, mystics and landless
poor.
The needy (ovabi)
These are families temporarily in deficit of food or money due to social and environmental
calamities, such as land erosion, bad harvest, floods or indebtedness due to social reasons.
For example, thousands of hectares of land are eroded each year resulting in hundreds of
thousands of people becoming landless and/or homeless (Displacement Solutions 2012).
Riverbank erosion is a regular phenomenon in Bangladesh – a country located in the delta of
some of the world’s largest rivers (the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna) and reports on
land erosion appear frequently in local newspapers (e.g. the daily New Age). Between 1973
and 2007, 88,780 hectares of land was eroded along the Brahmaputra, 27,990 along the
Padma and 38,510 along their distributaries depriving thousands of people of their
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livelihoods (Raju & Taznin 2014). The rivers flowing across the country break their banks at
one place and build shoals (char land) elsewhere. A standard energy supply and distribution
system is not able to cope with these dynamics.
A bad harvest is generally caused by unfavourable climatic conditions. Borrowing for
agricultural purposes often throws the debtors into poverty if they fail to make enough money
to cover their basic needs as well as repay the debt’s principal and interest. Social
obligations, such as wedding ceremonial expenses including dowry, treatment of illness of
family members and death ritual expenses, also push many households into immediate
poverty. The natural calamities of floods, cyclones and droughts, which are common in
Bangladesh, also force many people into poverty.
Most of the poor in the needy category however can potentially recover from poverty over a
period of time as long as they are not repeatedly and frequently exposed to similar situations.
Nevertheless, energy or other poverty alleviation programs rarely provide them with such
opportunities.
The beggars (vikshuk)
Begging is socially acceptable for particular categories of people, such as poor village
widows with young children, disabled, the old, lame, blind and priests. Genuine beggars are
even invited from time to time to visit non-poor households. Semi-disabled elders can also
provide additional income to their families by begging. Furthermore, alms-giving in cash or
kind is a Muslim religious obligation for the non-poor who cannot perform this duty without
the beggars (and mystics). Energy programs do not touch on the needs of these layers of
society.
The mystics (fakir)
These are people who deliberately possess nothing beyond the bare necessities because of
socio-religious and spiritual grounds. Mendicant singers, their gurus and disciples are socially
recognised as fakirs and Bangladesh has many of them. They are naturalists, live proenvironmental lives, do not eat meat, eggs or other animal products and observe
asceticism1. The mystics are well respected by most people, and jealously disrespected by
some of the religious leaders and elite because of their social activism and praxis, which are
labelled as heretic. With present environmental degradation and illiteracy in Bangladesh,
NGOs and government agencies value the fakirs as social and environmental facilitators,
educators and animators. For example, the government of Bangladesh often invites the
renowned Baul Fakirs on radio and television programs related to environmental ethics,
agriculture, fishing, food habits, population control, morality, literacy and schooling. Again,
these people would have very little benefit from centralised energy supply.
The landless poor (daridra)
These are the 'neo-poor' who have received international attention and are been targeted as
subject of empowerment. This group emerged after the country’s liberation from Pakistan in
the 1970s when relief and microcredit facilities became available through international aid
organisations by the way of NGOs. Generally, a family which owns less than half an acre of
land, is classified as daridra. Most of the landless poor are clients of NGO groups. Their
livelihood activities are diverse, but overwhelmingly limited to cash income, supplemented by
relief and microcredit facilities provided by NGOs. Small business, cottage industries,
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fisheries, bee keeping, rickshaw pulling, homestead production, food-for-work and relief are
included in their livelihood. The NGOs assist them with cash and commodity loans. Some
also distribute food grains, clothing, tube wells, latrines, housing, seeds and fertilisers as
relief when available from international aid organisations in order to meet emergency
situations caused by natural calamities. This group of poor could potentially benefit from
power supply; however it has to be affordable and easy to maintain while most of the current
options do not satisfy these criteria.
Hence, poverty in Bangladesh has very diverse faces and an approach to energy provision
should allow for all kind of groups to benefit without compromising their value systems,
livelihoods, the environment and future opportunity. It is unlikely that mainstream fossil fuel
based energy networks could ever deliver this. Innovative solutions are needed that are in
tune with traditional values and sustainability principles which have helped the country’s
population survive and deal with many challenges.
4.3 Reconciling Poverty and Energy
The pathway to reconcile the needs of the rural poor with their socio-ecological environment
is through traditional sustainability accounting, self-reliance and modesty in consumption.
Energy provision should also comply and facilitate this path and only renewable sources can
satisfy such requirements.
Traditional sustainability accounting
Sustainability accounting is an integral part of the Bangladesh’s culture of folklore with
intensive oral traditions which regulate learning from the past and practicing for the present
time (Khan et al. 2015). Sustainability accounting is transmitted from one generation to
another. Being an oral tradition, it reaches beyond the literates (Rosenberg 1991), which is
particularly important for Bangladesh where most rural people are formally uneducated. The
practice of sustainability accounting is an ongoing dynamic tool for addressing the diverse
challenges of agricultural productivity and ecological stability – the major determinants of
rural people’s economic wellbeing. It is a practical accounting method based on values such
as modesty, happiness with less, simplicity and self-reliance through which the rural people
of the country reconcile their livelihood impacts on the environment and natural resources. It
is a ubiquitous social practice that touches them every day (Lawrence 2007).
An example of this is the song of Baul Bijoy Sarkar which calls: “We are obliged to leave this
beautiful earth, keeping the Earth as it is”. The song articulates the main goal of sustainability
accounting in managing the existing natural resources by way of reconciling present and
future human needs and natural re-generative capacity. It also stresses the beauty of the
planet and the human responsibility to preserve it. Another example relates to consuming
milk by healthy people between childhood and old age which the Bauls see as unnecessary
and unsustainable. According to them, this is like pouring water into a glass that is already
full and also, Bangladesh does not have enough land to raise cows for everyone to drink
milk.
For Bangladesh – a densely populated country, sustainability accounting practice is essential
for maintaining ecological footprint accounts so that as less land area as possible is used for
survivability. Any energy generation should also comply with these requirements.
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Self-reliance
The goal of self-reliant living is a genuine independence within the available local bioresources and biosystems with their integrity, stability and beauty preserved (Sterba 1998). It
implies meeting basic needs by sustainable natural resources using biosystems or/and biofriendly human innovated technological systems (Marinova et al. 2006). An example of this is
the concept of ecological footprint – a sustainability accounting approach related to nature’s
carrying capacity. It begins with a particular section of the landscape and asks what
population this locality can support sustainably; it then calculates the current pressure on this
area (Rees 2000). This is an attempt to measure human demand on the planet’s ecology
based on self-reliance.
Both Hindu and Muslim traditions in Bangladesh encourage self-reliant living through
sustainable consumption practices and recycling of natural resources. People are persuaded
to lead self-reliant lives within the limited available renewable resources by practicing
simplicity, naturalism and spirituality which are considered traditional values in Bangladesh’s
culture of sustainability accounting. In rural Bangladesh such a lifestyle is also strongly
supported by the Bauls. These unique philosophers encourage harmony within nature and
society through their songs and music, and they transcend the question of affluence or
hardship by way of peace and happiness (Hossain 2001). When living self-reliantly rural
people take responsibility for the long-term health of the biosystems to which they belong
and would not trade economic rewards at the cost of environmental and social degradation.
Most importantly, self-reliance stimulates human creativity to develop methods and
technologies which synergistically build resilience to ensure stability, control, competence
and independence (Marinova et al. 2006). Any energy technologies should be able to allow
self-reliance and renewable energy is such a solution as manifested through the quick
spread and popularity of the solar home systems.
Modest living
Sustainability accounting precepts and practices encourage people to observe naturalism as
a means to live obeying the law of nature. They inspire people to take care of nature’s
sustainability first, and then share its produce with humans and other living beings. Thus
sustainability accounting is used as an assessment tool that promotes living simply and in
harmony with nature (Hossain and Marinova, 2003). Traditionally in rural Bangladesh, people
live modestly and simply meeting their needs from nature in a calculative way without being
wasteful or hoarding wealth for profit (El Guindi 2003). This is very different from the situation
in the West where environmental priorities are only now emerging as green consumerism
with debates around responsibility and what can be done to trigger social change towards
modesty and voluntary simplicity (Lorenzen 2014). Gandhi expressed modest living and
material possessions in the phrase: “The more I have, the less I am” (Joshi 1993, p. 53). By
contrast, the western consumerist philosophy encourages material achievements without any
sustainability accounting.
The Bauls are a big inspiration – they respect nature and live modestly in accordance with its
limits. Mujtaba and Musavi (2000, p. 47) explain that naturalists acquire wisdom for modest
living from the manifestations of how every other species adapts to the natural conditions of
life. Following sustainability accounting, the people of rural Bangladesh look not only for what
harvest the current season will bring but also how to sustain the productivity of the land for
future yields. It is in this context that in recent years villagers have changed their practices
away from the discredited methods of the Green Revolution and against planetary death
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(Shiva 2005). Small-scale and organic farming that supports biodiversity and does not exploit
nature’s fertility beyond restoration are now preferred. Thus, sustainability accounting is the
foundation for sustenance living economies (Shiva 2005) and the rural poor need energy
technologies that are appropriate for this.
The answer to the research question set in this study is that rural poverty in Bangladesh has
many different manifestations. It should not be defined as only the income-poor as done in
previous research (Khandker et al. 2009, 2010; Barnes et al. 2010, 2011), but is a wide
socio-economic and geo-physical phenomenon with strong historical roots. Similarly, in
contrast to previous research arguments, there is no direct link between energy and poverty.
Although energy availability has only a limited effect on people’s poverty state, the use of
fossil fuels in Bangladesh can create problems which exacerbate the difficulties faced by the
country’s poor. This new understanding of poverty strengthens the argument for the use of
renewable energy, should inform development efforts and should also direct international aid
practices.

5. Summary and Conclusions
Many argue that economic progress depends on how a country, and Bangladesh in particular,
manages its electricity sector (e.g. Islam et al. 2014). Although this might have been the case for
the last few centuries, the climate change and other ecological priorities of the 21 st century
require a much closer look at the nature of the energy sector. Fossil-fuel based electricity is an
ecological burden for the planet but is also unsuited for Bangladesh. This country has higher
environmental values than those observed in the rest of the world (Ngwenya 2015) and the
qualitative analysis conducted here explains the importance of preserving its traditional
sustainability accounting.
Two theoretical frameworks were used to understand the link between energy and poverty,
namely sustainable development and Weber’s (1978) traditionalist societies. They were both
powerful in allowing to frame the main argument of this study, namely that the legacy of diverse
poverty phenomena has little connection with the energy crisis in Bangladesh. This conclusion is
very different from previous studies (e.g. Khandker et al. 2009, 2010; Barnes et al. 2010, 2011)
which see poverty and energy interlinked.
Through the findings of this research a new view of poverty emerged as summarised below:
• Living with a lack of conventional fossil fuel based energy and persisting poverty are both
sustainable in Bangladesh. The poverty phenomena in the country largely prevail due to geoenvironmental, cultural, spiritual and philosophical reasons. Energy is not yet a basic need
for most of its rural people.
• If the poverty–energy link were to be resolved it would have to be with new renewable
technologies that are appropriate and affordable to the rural people and utilise the country’s
abundant resources.
• According to the naturalist Baul philosophers of Bangladesh, sustainability is the outcome
of rural folks’ accounting precepts and practices towards the goal that one generation should
leave this beautiful planet ecologically unchanged for the generations to come. In the geoenvironmental and cultural context of Bangladesh, sustainability (accounting) means
management of land and water based natural resources as well as cultural integrity.
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Within the study’s sustainability framework, the implications from these findings are that the
aim of any development should be focused on building local resilience. Encouraging selfreliance, simple living and continuing sustainability accounting allows meaningful and longlasting improvements of the present poor without compromising the livelihoods of future
generations. Future research is needed to analyse development efforts in Bangladesh and
how they target or affect the three principles which emerged from this study.
Following Weber’s (1978) line of thought, the paper argued that poverty should be
understood within the culture and specific geo-physical characteristics of a particular society.
With the analysis being only on Bangladesh, a lack of comparisons with other countries is a
limitation of this study. It would be interesting to explore the interplay between environmental
and spiritual values and their impact on poverty and simple living in other settings.
Nevertheless, the Bangladesh example challenges widely accepted modern rhetoric and
presents a new perspective on the link between poverty and energy.

Endnotes
1

Only the very elderly fakirs who have lost their teeth consume milk. Aziz Shah Fakir who is
104 started drinking milk after he turned 90.
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