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POLLUTED TRANSFORMATIONS OF
FLUID COMMONS IN BANGLADESH

Shipbreaking and ‘Enclosure by Contamination’

Camelia Dewan

Abstract: This article examines the compound dispossessions experi-
enced by Zele fishermen in a wetlands ecology materially transformed
by pollution. ‘Enclosure by contamination’ conceptualizes how cap-
italist activities can change the biophysical properties of commons
with dispossessive effects on human and more-than-human health
and abilities to sustain life, far beyond sites of extraction. By histo-
ricizing enclosures in Bengal, I suggest that the term khas (public,
state-owned) can be used to expand the usage of ‘commons’ beyond
community-based natural resource management. Second, I show how
the movement of toxic residues through ‘fluid commons’ changes the
very material qualities and affordances of these entangled soaking
ecologies. Lastly, I argue that specific ecological characteristics of fluid
commons enable evasion of liability and must be addressed in efforts
to make ship recycling ‘green’.

Keywords: Bangladesh, commons, dispossession, environmental justice,
health, pollution, water, wastelands

Zele fishermen communities in southeastern coastal Bangladesh are from a
socio-economically marginalized Hindu minority caste who depend on fish-
ing for their livelihoods. They are landless and squat (or rent) land in villages
scattered in between the many shipbreaking yards of the industrialized zone of
Sitakunda north of Chattogram city. Runa Kaki,! a Zele housewife in her fifties,
describes how kalo tel (black oil, crude oil) leaks from ships into the coastal
waters, killing fish and affecting their ability to reproduce. It also contaminates
the Zele’s expensive fishing nets so that the fish they catch end up smelling like
oil. “We cannot sell [the fish],” says Runa Kaki. “We cannot eat it.”
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FIGURE 1: Black oil leaking in intertidal zone of shipbreaking beaches.
Photographs by author unless otherwise stated.

During my fieldwork on the shipbreaking industry in Bangladesh in 2019-
2020, several Zele (fishermen, elders, housewives) expressed similar concerns
over kalo tel as bishakto (toxic, poisonous) and how it kills many small fish and
fingerlings that “eat it.”? Kalo tel, with its persistent organic pollutants (POPs)
and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), arises not only from shipbreaking but
also from the many oil refineries along the Karnaphuli River. The oil intermin-
gles with effluents released from Chattogram city’s garment factories and the
waste from Bhatiary and Sitakunda’s many factories. Together, such industrial
pollutants travel with the tides through ‘fluid commons’: interconnected coastal
mangroves, tides, canals, rivers, and humid airs that comprise entangled soak-
ing ecologies where elements such as air, water, and earth are inseparable,
moving, and difficult to delineate. Due to complex currents and tides connecting
different forms of water bodies, these toxic residues travel and have significant
repercussions elsewhere, including inside the ocean and coastal fisheries, in
agricultural fields, and in inland waterscapes. Furthermore, externally funded
research has found that the smoke arising from shipbreaking and steel process-
ing industries in Sitakunda coalesces with air pollution from the heavily traf-
ficked Dhaka-Chittagong highway and is carcinogenic (Ngst et al. 2015).

Similar to fishing communities close to Indian shipbreaking yards of Alang
(Demaria 2010), the Zele here suffer from the coastal accumulation of land-
based industries whose activities pollute local waters. Building on the idea of
‘accumulation by contamination’ (Demaria 2016), which increases profits for
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shipping actors by dumping ships as waste in South Asia, this article develops
the concept of ‘enclosure by contamination’ to highlight how capitalist activi-
ties change the biophysical properties of water, contaminating it with harmful
substances that have significant consequences for the health of ecologies—
both human and more-than-human—far beyond the sites of extraction.

Enclosure by contamination brings attention to how pollution may act as
a form of enclosure. It is therefore different from the establishment of private
property regimes that limit prior customary access and use rights to freshwater
commons (Mehta et al. 2012: 197) and oceanic commons (Barbesgaard 2018;
Campling and Havice 2014; Lien 2024; McCormack 2017). This article explores
how enclosure by contamination of fluid commons contributes to compound
dispossessions that harm human and more-than-human abilities to sustain life
far beyond the privately owned landed sites from which pollution may originate.

The polluted transformations of fluid commons—through the movement
and enmeshment of toxic residues from industrial activities—not only highlight
how binary oppositions such as land:water are ill-suited categories for Bengal,
but also point to the need to reconfigure the commons to better understand
today’s complex and compounding dispossessions and bioethical regimes. This
intervention is based on Elinor Ostrom’s (1990) influential book in which she
proposes that, rather than privatizing commons as Hardin’s tragedy of the com-
mons was used for (Mansfield 2008), institutions can govern common property
resources by having clearly defined boundaries in order to identify users (Buck
1992; Ostrom 1990). With fluid commons, I seek to emphasize the ways in
which deltaic Bengal, with its entangled ecologies, resists the impositions of
clearly defined boundaries of common pool resources. This highlights how
a Western idea of ‘commons’ might be difficult to apply in a context where
binary categories of land:water are colonial constructions that have imposed
private property rights by removing wetness to create land,? thereby forgetting
the ‘soaking ecologies’ of mangrove deltaic wetlands (Bhattacharyya 2018).

In addition, the socio-political meaning of ‘commoning’ and ‘community’
may not always be easily translated to non-Western environments. For exam-
ple, Ostrom’s theory of institutions became associated with a wave of com-
munity-based natural resource management of forests and waters. However,
this was often founded on a misleading myth of a homogeneous community,
bereft of internal politics and power dynamics (Cooke and Kothari 2001). In
Bangladesh, water user associations were created by donor-funded projects to
represent ‘local communities’ but ended up eroding local democratic processes
while facilitating further enclosure of common irrigation resources (Dewan et
al. 2014). With different socio-economic and religious groups of widely diverg-
ing status and power in Sitakunda—some of which want to end shipbreaking
while others depend on it—the work to build relations to maintain something
in common in spite of divergence, or what Berlant (2016) calls ‘practices of
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commoning’, is extremely difficult and hampers grassroots movements for
environmental justice. Moreover, although Zele fishermen living in between
shipbreaking yards suffer from kalo tel, they are not considered stakeholders
in ship recycling by the business elites that promote industries for economic
development, nor are they consulted by government agencies and municipal
officers tasked with enforcing environmental regulations.

Conceptualizing this ecology as a fluid commons highlights the difficulty of
establishing clear boundaries and designating users with rights. Consequently,
fluid commons are difficult to govern since the materiality of these tidal ecolo-
gies acts as a modality of exercising power. In Chattogram division, governance
in the context of shipbreaking and industrial factories is subject to multiple—and
often competing—regulations and authorities: from environment and industry to
urban city councils and rural municipalities handling waste. This is further com-
pounded by the existence of several competing sources of pollution (shipbreak-
ing yards, garment factories, oil refineries, steel processing plants) in canals and
the intertidal zone that constitute “toxic layering” or the “accumulation of multi-
ple and potentially interacting industrial toxins” (Goldstein and Hall 2015: 640).
Such toxic layering undermines Zele fishermen’s ability to seek remediation
or compensation for the pollution affecting their livelihoods and health. Thus,
the material pollution that travels and transforms these fluid commons makes
it difficult to ensure liability and responsibility by making the sources of pollu-
tion ambiguous—a fact further exacerbated by the lack of collection of official
environmental data. Pollution in this context is not clearly defined as originating
from one specific place and is therefore not easily subject to a clear governance
structure with designated responsibilities. With recent efforts to make ship recy-
cling safe and environmentally sound in Bangladesh, such issues of evasion of
liability for enclosure by contamination ought to be addressed.

This article seeks to complicate Ostrom-based ideas of commons by using
the example of enclosure by contamination that results in polluted transforma-
tions of ‘fluid commons’. To do so, it first historicizes commons and enclosures
in Bengal and discusses the ways in which the Bangla term khas (public, state-
owned) can be used as a local notion of ‘commons’ in that it draws attention
to customary use rights of khas waterbodies, wetlands, and infrastructures. It
also draws attention to how khas ‘wastelands’ were the focus of colonial impo-
sitions of drying and forgetting soaking ecologies to make private property.
Second, I discuss the compounding dispossessions on human and more-than-
human health from enclosure by contamination and show how the movement
of toxic residues through fluid commons changes the very material qualities
and affordances of these entangled ecologies. Lastly, I discuss how specific
ecological characteristics enable certain modes of toxic layering and evasion of
liability that may put Bangladesh’s recent efforts to make ship recycling ‘safe
and environmentally sound’ at risk of green washing.
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Historicizing Commons and Enclosures in Bengal

This industrial contamination of coastal ecologies in a former colony and the
compounding dispossessions following in its wake call attention to the histori-
cal transformation of bioethical regimes (see Harvey, Lien, and Nyquist, this
issue). In her detailed historiography on Kolkata (now in West Bengal, India)
during colonial times, Debjani Bhattacharyya (2018: 4) uncovers through legal
archives how “urban marshes, floating watery soils and riverine sedimenta-
tions were not always property, but instead had to be made into property.”
Contrary to Ostrom’s proposition, there were no hard lines between private and
common property, or between land and water, in pre-colonial times in Bengal
(ibid.: 37). The speed of flowing and moving landmass of the Bengal delta
challenged colonial notions that imposed the fixities of cartography, owner-
ship, and territorial sovereignty (ibid.: 12).

This type of flow, movement, and circulation—the lack of hard lines sepa-
rating land from water—is integral in complicating the enclosure of ‘common
lands’, particularly in colonial contexts. During the nineteenth century, British
colonial property law and hydraulic technologies forcefully reorganized the
mobile landscape of soaking ecologies into a propertied geography in search of
dried and firm land. Wetlands were drained for ‘land reclamation’ in order to
“forget soaking ecologies,” while colonial law and design gradually translated
a complex set of human-land-water relations in a specific wetlands ecology
into a fixed geography of an urban city now known as Kolkata (Bhattacharyya
2018: 15).

The colonial mindset of fixity and property rights grounded in the English
enclosure of common lands thus also enshrined a negative view of ‘soaking
ecologies’. In Bengal, this started with the 1793 Permanent Settlement Act
under the East India Company; it created a permanent class of landowners
by establishing fixed boundaries of land as private property for the first time
when previously there had been none (Ranajit Guha 1963; Igbal 2010; Pokrant
et al. 2001). The negative view of non-agricultural lands, or commons, is
reflected in the colonial practice of designating unsettled land—forests (jun-
gles), wetlands (marshes), high grass, reeds, and alluvium islands (chars)—
as ‘wastelands’ (Bhattacharyya 2018; Eaton 1993; Ramachandra Guha 1989;
Sivaramakrishnan 1999).

Colonial officials described such ‘wastelands’ as khas mahals, that is, land
under direct government management in the agrarian revenue rolls (Hill 1990).
The enclosure of commons through the 1793 Permanent Settlement Act was
also made visible by the way it gave rights over fisheries to the newly cre-
ated (and privately owned) zamindari estates. Previously common and public
waterbodies and wetlands thus became subsumed and seen as belonging to
these landed estates they incidentally came to border under the Act (Pokrant
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et al. 2001). The ongoing dispossession of customary rights accelerated in 1859
when the Government of India started to force fishermen to pay rent, even
though they had never done so before (ibid.: 99).

By the 1870s and 1880s, there were significant contradictions between prop-
erty rights created in fisheries and the legal concepts of British Indian law
regarding water and property rights. The British colonial idea that those who
took fish from zamindari-bounded waters were guilty of theft “was not in
accordance with common law as exercised in the Bengal Courts,” and custom-
ary rights continued to be exerted through subversive actions where the public
fished in wetlands despite colonial impositions of capitalist private property
(Pokrant et al. 2001: 100). In 1889, the Government of Bengal enacted the Pri-
vate Fisheries Protection Act (similar to one implemented in England), which
all but wiped out the customary rights of fishers (ibid.: 106). At this time, an
estimated 85 per cent of Bengal’s population consumed fish, and most rural
people caught fish for personal consumption. The colonial regime’s attack on
customary rights of fishing resulted in fish increasingly becoming a commod-
ity in ways that impoverished a large part of the rural population, both fishing
communities and peasantry (ibid.: 107-109).

The imposition of land-and-water binaries in water-soaked landscapes
served as a form of ‘classic’ enclosure: from draining khas wetlands and man-
groves into fixed and private property (Bhattacharyya 2018: 7) to replacing
customary rights of fishing with fishing rights tied to private property claims
(Pokrant et al. 2001). What is notable with these historiographies is also how
the Bangla term khas was described as ‘public’ in ways that equaled being
‘state-owned’: “Alongside these privately-owned waterways, there also existed
public navigable rivers, which were defined as the property of the state. In
these cases, the public had every right to fish, unless the state had leased
out part of the river” (Pokrant et al. 2001: 97). Here, the term khas denotes
the right of use and access to public rivers as opposed to new enclosures by
the colonial regime, which defined fisheries as private property that could
be bought, sold, or leased (ibid.). However, these new enclosures were not
community-managed, but state-owned.

Similarly, in Bangladesh today khas lands are not owned by private land-
owners but by the state and are thus viewed as ‘public’. People can squat and
live on khas embankments and khas roads; they can forage from khas forests
and catch fish from khas rivers, canals, and beels (inundated fields). Thus,
the closest word one might have to common natural resources, or commons,
in the context of Bangladesh, might be khas.* When shipbreaking started in
the 1990s in Chattogram’s coastal belt, Runa Kaki described how most of this
coastline used to be covered by khas state-planted mangroves (keora bon, Lat.,
Sonneratia apetala),’ followed by a khas embankment that was also used as a
seaside promenade.



50 | Camelia Dewan

3.45km 6.95 km 12.78 km
January 05-1989  December 19-1999  January 23-2010

FIGURE 2: Expansion of shipbreaking. Used with permission (Abdullah et al. 2013).

Shipbreaking mainly took off after the Bangladesh cyclone that made land-
fall in Chittagong district on 29 April 1991.¢ This was one of the deadliest
cyclones on record with an estimated 140,000 deaths. Many people lost their
homes and evacuated to cyclone shelters; several families did not return. Zele
fishermen communities were particularly devastated by the loss of fishing
equipment. In the ensuing years, local businessmen registered several ship-
breaking yards and established them on intertidal beaches. While in 1989, 3.45
km of the coastline (367 ha) was bought up as private land for shipbreaking
yards, by 1999 the length had doubled to 6.95 km (890 ha) (Abdullah et al.
2013). A researcher at a local university shared with me that the length of the
coastline that was bought by shipbreaking yard owners expanded to 7 km by
2005, 11 km by 2009, and approximately 22 km by 2020. This is supported by a
remote-sensing study, which showed that in 2010, 12.78 km (1500 ha) of land
was used for shipbreaking (ibid.: 3845).
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Since the mid-2010s, these khas mangroves and embankment were increas-
ingly replaced by highly guarded and gated shipbreaking yards that increas-
ingly restricted public access to the sea as a recreational space. Runa Kaki’s
fellow villagers helped yard owners cut down the keowra mangrove trees,
but lamented that “they didn’t give jobs to our local Hindus, only to Mus-
lims,” adding that the removal of the forest and flood-protection embankment
allowed saline tidal waters to breach into Zele villages and their homestead
ponds. Villagers explained: “Now we are without trees. We must buy firewood
for cooking that costs 250 taka for 40 kg. No one cultivates food in this area.
We keep some goats, ducks, chicken, but they die suddenly after drinking
water contaminated with black oil from the ships.” The privatization of the
khas coastline in the form of state-planted trees and the state-constructed
embankment did not entirely dispossess Zele from their customary rights of
fishing. Despite the fact that ships propelling themselves onto the beach may
tear expensive Zele fishing nets apart, Zele fishermen negotiate to pass through
shipbreaking yards to access the sea, and they are still allowed to fish in coastal
waters and the ocean. However, the pollution does not stay confined to the
landed boundaries of shipbreaking yards, but travels. Such industrial pollution
is both reducing the number of fish and changing their material quality, thus
directly have a bearing on Zele livelihoods.

While Zele would like the industry to stop, the vast majority of people in
Sitakunda depend on foreign ships being dismantled on these beaches, whether
they work directly with shipbreaking or in the many ancillary industries grow-
ing out of it (Gregson et al. 2012). For shipbreaking workers—permanent resi-
dents and migrant laborers alike—shipbreaking provides an important source
of livelihood and income for them and their families, for whom they are the
main breadwinners. However, whether one derives an income from shipbreak-
ing or not, the environmental pollution in its wake—past and present—reduces
local peoples’ possibilities for both production (agricultural and fishing) and
social reproduction. The polluted transformation of fluid commons changes the
quality of fish, soils, agricultural produce, and even the air in ways that impact
health and livelihoods. The changed quality of water, rather than the control of
it, highlights how enclosure by contamination of fluid commons helps to make
visible otherwise invisible polluted waters and how communities and individu-
als are exposed to them (see also Tilt 2013: 1150).

Compounding Dispossessions: Human and More-Than-Human
Health

Sitakunda’s fluid commons—its interconnected mangroves, tides, canals, rivers,
and humid airs—are not only ‘soaking’ or ‘wet’. Enclosure by contamination
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through the movement of toxic residues changes the very material qualities
and characteristics of fluid commons. Not only do crude oil, asbestos, and
glass fibers travel with the tides and linger, but even the humid air turns into
toxic fumes when ships painted with heavy-metal coatings are cut apart with
hand-held gas torches. By thinking of humid air as part of fluid commons,
we are also able to capture both the horizontal and vertical movement of
carcinogenic fumes and particulate matter. Paying attention to the polluted
transformation of such an expansive notion of fluid commons is important as
enclosure by contamination is intimately tied to health issues, whether one
works in shipbreaking or not.

A majority of shipbreaking workers take painkillers regularly in order to
work. For decades, asbestos has been taken out of ships without precautions
or the new technologies of asbestos decontamination, available more recently.
While there is much attention to the dangers of asbestos, glass wool is also
harmful. Asad, a shipbreaking worker, shared with me that glass wool “seri-
ously damages our lungs, our skin itches when it comes into contact with it.
Asbestos and glass wool, the black oil, are dumped into the ocean and kill fish
spawn. The fish from here is now poisonous.” Hazardous materials such as
asbestos and glass wool not only harm the workers in direct contact with them.
Like kalo tel, they also affect marine life, especially the fish that Zele fishermen
continue to depend on for their livelihoods.

Nikhil Kaka, a 60-year-old Zele elder, lived in a cramped village comprised
of homesteads of cracked mud and sheds made of cement bags and sticks, with
powders and fibers scattered along the village, some of which were asbestos
and glass wool. He explained that these hazardous materials cause fever and
cough even among the Zele who are not employed in shipbreaking yards.
Prasad Kaka added: “Zele in their 20s, 30s, 40s and 50s are dying, lots of people
have died. They cough up blood from their lungs. Smoke from shipbreaking
and smoke from factories combine to make us sick. But what can we do? We
cannot say anything to them [the owners]. What can we say? They would just
ask us, ‘should we close our industries for you’?”

The contamination of fluid commons is thus one that stretches far beyond
the land-based propertied boundaries of shipbreaking yards themselves and is
entangled with multiple sources of chemical exposure. When I asked a local
Hindu pandit living in Sitakunda town about environmental change and the
chemicals coming from industries, he replied: “The number of illnesses is
increasing, there is always a much longer line to the pharmacy than to the gen-
eral store. All the toxic chemicals in agriculture affect the food. All the things
leaking from shipbreaking that go into the water, all the effluents from industries
that go into the ocean, this affects fish and may make them sick or kill them.”

Such enclosure by contamination is arguably an example of ‘in situ dis-
placement’. In other words, it is not simply a case of a sudden ‘land grab’ or a
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decisive expulsion of people from their homes, communities, and livelihoods.
Rather, it is a situation where dispossession includes local people losing their
life-support services over a prolonged multi-stage process of losing entitle-
ments (Feldman and Geisler 2012: 974). Here, the Zele in particular lose their
ability to catch fish for their livelihoods, as well as their ability to live and
breathe with good health—something that also affects workers and their fami-
lies living in the vicinity.

Dispossession is thus not limited to loss of access to natural resources, but
emerges from damaging elements integral to social reproduction, that is, “the
social and ecological structures, relations and institutions that sustain life at
the individual, communitarian, local and planetary level,” as Ojeda (2021: 87)
puts it. Dispossession in this context entails that what is “being taken are the
possibilities to sustain life” (ibid.: 86). Following Ojeda, the loss of good health
is arguably an important form of dispossession. Here, health is not only limited
to humans, but also includes the more-than-human, such as the many fishes
dying from kalo tel.

Even though the fish may be toxic, it is integral for local diets and liveli-
hoods, as expressed in the Bengali proverb “Fish and rice make a Bengali.”
Similar to the Zele, the people in La Mojana are unable to realistically remove
fish from their diet, especially when the pollutants from mining and agri-
culture that accumulate in deltaic fish and sediment are for the most part
invisible (Camacho 2017; Camargo 2021). Nevertheless, when such pollution
causes poor health, this in itself can be viewed as dispossession and becomes
embroiled in issues of equity, politics and environmental justice (Camargo
2021; Gross 2021; Liboiron 2021).

This illustrates the growing importance of viewing the ‘body’ and ‘human
health’ as environments in their own right, including examining (un)healthy
bodies within the wider ecological context of (un)healthy landscapes (Hoover
2017: 15). Following PCBs generated by a General Motors plant into local riv-
ers and aquifers, Elizabeth Hoover shows how this contamination is taken up
by fish and ultimately Mohawk bodies, where PCBs with a half-life of 30 to
40 years are passed from mother to daughter for generations (ibid.: 261). Il
health through pollution is thus not limited to exposed bodies in the present.
Rather, toxic environments go beyond individuals and their immediate fami-
lies, producing toxic effects across generations (Guthman and Mansfield 2013;
Lamoreaux 2016). This is especially the case with seafood: it bioaccumulates
harmful chemicals along the food chain and thus acts as a main source for
human exposure (Mansfield 2012).

Considering the accounts by various local people—workers, Zele fishermen,
and even pandits—that hazardous materials from ships poison fish and kill
them, I asked Zele elders whether or not the fish they catch, sell, and eat is
bishakto (poisonous). One Zele fisherman evaded the question, replying with
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resignation, “How can we know if any fish is bishakto? Fish cultivators add a
lot of chemicals in the aquaculture ponds. Dead fish sold at the market is filled
with formalin, while other fish are kept alive at the market by adding oxygen.”
Similarly, when asked if there is any link between pollution and poor health,
Runa Kaki’s daughter-in-law snarkily replied: “If doctors in Dhaka can’t say
why we’re getting ill, how can I? What does it matter if we know what causes
it, what can we do? Deaths are decided by the heavens.”

This reluctance to make claims about environmental damage and health
highlights not only a political sensitivity surrounding the issue of toxic cau-
sality (Ippolito 2024; Lora-Wainwright 2017), but also a sense of despair and
powerlessness, similar to the invocation of rien a faire (nothing to be done) in
Martinique when faced with the widespread nature of the local environment’s
contamination (Agard-Jones 2013). In a context of power inequalities and a
sense that political and business elites do not care about their suffering, such
‘contrived ignorance’ and ‘art of unnoticing’” (Lou 2022), or even ‘cognitive dis-
sonance’ (Ahmann 2024), play an important role as a strategy to adapt in order
to continuing living in a landscape transformed by toxic development (Dewan
2020). Whether or not the fish is bishakto raises questions of bioethics since it
is not measured and monitored and is ultimately an issue of environmental and
intergenerational injustice, for both the health of fish and the health of local
residents, present and future.

Dismantling vessels on these coastal stretches results in oil from tanks leak-
ing out into the waters, with dioxins and various other contaminants being
deposited in sediments and intermingling in the fragile coastal ecosystem,
thus affecting multiple aquatic species. Polluting capitalist activities change
water’s material properties and result in different more-than-economic forms
of loss and suffering (Dewan and Nustad 2024) and disrupt human and more-
than-human health (Dewan 2024). Enclosure by contamination highlights how
pollution materially enters into these ecologies in ways that put social repro-
duction—the possibilities to sustain life—at risk. This process thus serves as a
different type of enclosure if one also thinks of the health of humans and more-
than-humans as a commons. Reconfiguring the commons to take into account
bioethical regimes enables us to identify structural violence where particular
places are seen as acceptable dumping grounds for global waste (Dewan and
Sibilia 2024) and accepted as toxic ‘sacrifice zones’ (Lerner 2010), where Zele
lives and livelihoods can potentially be viewed as discardable (Mbembe 2019).

Toxic Layering and Risks of Green Washing in Fluid Commons

During one of my first trips to Sitakunda, an NGO fieldworker and I got off the
bus from the highway and walked to a roadside tea stall where we met three
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Zele elders. T introduced myself as a researcher interested in environmental
change in the wake of shipbreaking (jahaz bhanga) in the area. Yadav Kaka, a
man in his seventies, took me to his village, where we walked past a pinkish-
black colored canal lined with lifeboats that the Zele had bought from the
shipbreaking yards for their fishing. When I asked about the color of the water,
Yadav kaka replied: “The [steel] re-rolling mills, garments and other factories
are also dirty industries that dump things into our local canals and out into the
ocean. This canal is now a black and pinkish stream with chemical effluents
from industries. There are chemicals everywhere now. These industries, espe-
cially shipbreaking, have ruined the area.”

Industrially contaminated waters and soils circulate pollution such as PCBs
across space and time so that “the pollution of the water has joined the molecu-
lar fabric of our bodies” (Murphy 2013). However, not all bodies are equally
exposed to pollution, as illustrated by the case of the Zele and shipbreaking
workers who are intimately living with industrial pollutants. For decades, the
materiality of entangled soaking ecologies wherein pollutants travel with tides,
air, rains, and waterways has imprinted itself on the landscape. The toxic layer-
ing of differing sources of pollution is exacerbated not only by the ecological
particularities of Sitakunda’s fluid commons. In addition, the multiple authori-
ties tasked with health, environment, waste, industry, labor, and different scales
of municipal, district, and divisional responsibilities further contribute to an
ambiguity of responsibility for enforcement and a lack of corporate liability.

Shipbreaking has been condemned for decades by global and national actors
for its spectacular and slow violence, which puts both workers and the envi-
ronment at risk (Greenpeace-FIDH-YPSA 2005; Human Rights Watch 2023).

FIGURE 3: Pinkish canal next to Zele fishermen village
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At the same time, Bangladesh has become the world’s largest site for the
dismantling of the global shipping fleet that transports fuel and commodi-
ties across the world. In June 2023, Bangladesh ratified the 2009 Hong Kong
Convention for Safe and Environmentally Sound Ship Recycling (HKC). Since
I started my fieldwork in 2019, several concerted efforts have been made by
the Government of Bangladesh and shipbreaking yard owners to upgrade the
industry into state-of-the-art ship recycling facilities upholding international
standards and practices. Four facilities have already received third party cer-
tification through maritime ‘classification societies’ (Dewan and Sibilia 2024).
By the time I returned to Sitakunda again in September 2023, these new yards
showcased impermeable concrete floors, cranes, magnets, fire extinguishing
facilities, asbestos decontamination units, and well-assorted personal protec-
tive equipment for workers.

The workers I met in 2023 were carefully optimistic about the high stan-
dards by which ‘green yards’ both protect workers and the environment for
the future. Nevertheless, what then can be done about decades of existing
pollution that has accumulated in sediments, soils, and waters? What about
the toxic fumes that will travel into the lungs of those without protective equip-
ment in these open-air facilities? What will be done to address toxic layering in
fluid commons, the evasion of liability, and the lack of environmental enforce-
ment and monitoring?

The Zele 1 spoke with were increasingly disillusioned. Their homesteads
were filled with waste, litter washed ashore, and none of the benefits of the
HKC reforms were reaching them. “There is no more fish,” Nikhil Kaka said,
and suggested that it would be better if the state could create other jobs for
them. “There is no future for fishermen when there are no fish in the sea,” he
remarked, and looked at the young adolescent Zele boys hovering around us as
we spoke. While in 2020 the Zele felt reluctant to acknowledge the toxicity of
fish they lived off of, they were now increasingly thinking of alternative liveli-
hood paths, including allowing their youths to work in shipbreaking rather
than barely managing to catch fish.

For environmental justice to be achieved in this area, compensation to locals
and demands for corporate social responsibility (including healthcare and job
generation) may be the most feasible steps forward. Without efforts to recog-
nize Zele communities as stakeholders, the current reform agenda of beaching
in South Asia as ‘sustainable ship recycling’ risks perpetuating the polluted
transformation of an entire wetlands ecology, a fluid commons, as a toxic
sacrifice zone of the global shipping industry. On 5 August 2024, the Sheikh
Hasina regime was toppled by a grassroots student-led protest, dreaming of a
democratic, secular, corruption-free Bangladesh, a Bangladesh 2.0. With Riz-
wana Hassan of the Bangladesh Environmental Lawyer’s Association in the
new interim government, perhaps there is hope to address and better regulate



FIGURE 4: Internationally certified ship recycling facility—‘a green yard’.
September 2023.

FIGURE 5: Zele homestead littered by waste washed up from the ocean.
September 2023.
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enclosure by contamination in these fluid commons in ways that will benefit
Zele workers’ health and livelihoods.

Conclusion

Shipbreaking in Bangladesh started out as a classic example of enclosing coastal
commons but has resulted in enclosure by contamination and compounding
dispossessions over time. The colonial state viewed khas resources, such as
canals, agricultural lands, mangrove forests, and embankments, as unproduc-
tive ‘wastelands’ and dried wetlands in order to make them into privately
owned land. Historicizing fluid commons in the Bengal delta highlights the
process of ‘forgetting soaking ecologies’ and the limits of applying the concept
of commons in environments where the boundaries of both natural resources
and users are difficult to delineate and define. These ecological characteristics
of entangled tidal ecologies are further heightened by the very ambiguity of
how toxic residues travel and transform fluid commons and create enclosure
by contamination and the compounding dispossessions on both human and
more-than-human abilities to sustain possibilities of life and good health. By
ingesting toxic residues, the fish themselves become poisoned and die, but they
may also bioaccumulate PCBs and dioxins, spreading it along the food chain
and impacting human and more-than-human health across generations.

Enclosure here is not about the conventional curtailing of access and user
rights, but enclosure by contamination materially hampers livelihoods and
social reproduction. Refiguring ‘the commons’ ought to include taking spe-
cific ecological characteristics into account so that we can think differently
about what commons can look like and how we can better address compound
environmental problems today. By focusing on enclosure by contamination
of fluid commons, I have attempted to show how the materiality of particular
ecologies is enmeshed in socio-political contexts in ways that make ‘commons’
a difficult concept to travel and translate from the West to deltaic areas of the
Global South.

A key aim with showing the problems of commons and commoning in this
context—especially when it comes to dealing with industrial pollution—is to
highlight that the ecological entanglements themselves make it difficult to
establish a causal relationship between toxic exposure and illness: pollution
travels with tides, silt, waterbodies, rains, and air. The lack of demonstrable
proof, in turn, facilitates the evasion of liability and responsibility for environ-
mental harm. In the industrializing zone of Sitakunda, this is further exacer-
bated by the lack of systematic and transparent collection of data on pollution
from industries as well as on the health of workers and local residents. Any
efforts of creating sustainable ship recycling in Bangladesh therefore need to
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support systematic data collection, strengthen enforcement capacity of state
regulatory agencies, and address the remaining issue of carcinogenic fumes, as
well as rectify and compensate for damages caused in the past that continue to
affect the present and future.

To conclude, enclosure by contamination in fluid commons highlights the
complexities of establishing liability and damage caused by polluting indus-
tries. Such harm and damages are unequally dispersed: while Hindu Zele
fishermen communities see pollution and shipbreaking actively harming their
health and constraining their livelihoods, Bengali Muslim as well as migrant
Chakma shipbreaking workers depend on this industry for their livelihoods
and to sustain their families. This tension thus hinders a sense of community,
mobilization, and communing. During a time when political protest was heav-
ily policed and oppressed, it was through individual actions of denying toxic
effects in their everyday livelihoods that Zele people carried on living through
the polluted transformations of Sitakunda’s entangled ecologies and increas-
ingly came to consider joining the same industries that tore their livelihoods
apart in the first place.
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Notes

1. The word kaki is an honorific and is translated as ‘aunt’ (paternal uncle’s wife).
Kaka means ‘uncle’.

2. The reduction of fish is also connected to large, mechanized trawlers run by
Muslim fishermen, which outcompete the Zele fishers and result in overfishing.

3. For more on this concept, see the works of Acharya (2015), Cunha (2018),
Dewan (2021), D’Souza (2006), Lahiri-Dutt and Samanta (2013), Mathur and
Cunha (2009), Mukherjee and Ghosh (2020), and Ramesh (2021).

4. Since the 1947 Partition of India and the creation of East Pakistan, agricul-
tural khas lands were created by abolishing the Zamindari System established
through the 1793 Permanent Settlement Act. This formed part of a wide-
ranging agrarian reform that redistributed private property of large landholding
elites to the landless poor and the tillers of the soil (Barkat et al. 2001). Thus,
this policy was not about creating ‘common access’ to land.

5. Approximately 3300 ha of forest was planted from 1968 to 2011 as part of state
afforestation efforts by the Bangladesh Forest Department. The project area
was situated between the flood-protection embankment and Sandwip chan-
nels: Bansbaria, Baterkhil, Bakkhali, and Bogachattar (Mamun et al. 2021).

6. See Schober et al. (2022) and Sibilia (2019) for an overview of the shifting
geographies of shipbreaking.
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