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Abstract 

The Bakkhali-Frezarganj coastal area in West Bengal is home to diverse coastal communities 

whose occupational dynamics and livelihood patterns are deeply influenced by natural 

resources and environmental conditions. This study explores the changing economic and 

occupational landscapes of these communities, examining traditional livelihoods, the impact 

of modernity, and the role of natural resources like fishing, agriculture, and tourism. By 

analyzing primary data from the region, the research aims to understand how these occupations 

have evolved and the socio-economic challenges these communities face. This study provides 

valuable insights into how coastal populations adapt to socio-economic and environmental 

changes and offers policy recommendations for sustainable development in the region. 
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Introduction 

The coastal region of Bakkhali-Frezarganj, situated in the southern part of West Bengal, is 

home to a vibrant and predominantly fishing-based community that has historically relied on 

the sea for its livelihoods. Fishing has long been the cornerstone of the local economy, 

providing sustenance and income for generations. The region, known for its rich marine 

biodiversity, offers a livelihood to thousands of families, with the ebb and flow of the tides 

shaping the rhythm of life. Alongside fishing, small-scale agriculture, salt production, and a 

variety of artisanal crafts have also formed part of the occupational structure. The resilience of 

these coastal communities lies in their deep connection to the natural environment, which has 

sustained them for centuries. However, over the years, this traditional way of life has been 

disrupted by various external factors. Environmental degradation, such as coastal erosion, 

increasing salinity, and declining fish stocks due to overfishing and climate change, has made 

fishing less viable. Additionally, the rapid pace of industrialization and urbanization in the 

surrounding areas has led to the encroachment of land and resources, placing further strain on 

the traditional livelihoods of these communities. This changing landscape has prompted the 

local population to adapt, often by diversifying into alternative occupations such as small-scale 

agriculture, salt farming, and trading, while some have explored newer sectors like tourism and 

services. 

The government’s policies and interventions, though aimed at development, have had mixed 

results in sustaining the livelihood patterns of the coastal populations. While initiatives focused 

on fisheries, rural development, and coastal zone management have brought some benefits, 

they have not been enough to mitigate the long-term impacts of environmental changes and the 

growing pressures of urbanization. Furthermore, the effects of modern development activities, 
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such as the establishment of infrastructure projects, the expansion of tourism, and the influence 

of external markets, have contributed to shifting economic dynamics, raising questions about 

the future sustainability of these livelihoods. 

This study seeks to investigate the occupational dynamics and livelihood patterns of the 

Bakkhali-Frezarganj coastal communities by focusing on how traditional and emerging 

livelihood strategies have evolved in response to these challenges. By examining the socio-

economic structure of these communities, this research will assess how local populations are 

adapting to the changing environment, explore the role of government support, and critically 

analyze the impact of tourism, climate change, and economic diversification. Through this, the 

study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the region’s shifting occupational 

patterns and their implications for future sustainable development. 

Review of Literature 

 Several studies have highlighted the significant role of fishing and agriculture in the 

livelihoods of coastal populations (Smith, 2015; Gupta, 2017). These traditional 

practices are central to the social and economic identity of coastal communities. 

 Coastal regions are vulnerable to environmental changes, including sea-level rise and 

erosion, which have profound effects on local occupations (Mukherjee, 2019). Studies 

have shown that these environmental shifts influence both the availability of natural 

resources and the adaptation strategies employed by coastal communities. 

 Research on coastal communities has increasingly emphasized the need for economic 

diversification to cope with the limitations of traditional occupations (Banerjee, 2020). 

Livelihood diversification in these communities often involves small-scale industries, 

tourism, and services (Das, 2018). 

 Government interventions and policy measures, including coastal management 

programs and development schemes, have significantly impacted the livelihood 

structure of these areas (Saha & Biswas, 2021). Understanding these interventions helps 

contextualize the changing economic dynamics. 

Objectives of the Study 

 To examine the traditional occupational patterns of the coastal communities in the 

Bakkhali-Frezarganj area. 

 To analyze the factors influencing changes in the occupational structure of these 

communities. 

 To identify new livelihood strategies adopted by coastal populations in response to 

environmental, economic, and social challenges. 

 To assess the role of government policies and development programs in shaping the 

occupational landscape. 

 To propose recommendations for sustainable livelihoods and economic development in 

the coastal areas. 
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Data Interpretation and Major Findings 

 

The coastal communities in Bakkhali-Frezarganj, West Bengal, have traditionally relied on a 

combination of fishing, agriculture, salt production, and some handicrafts. These occupations 

have been passed down through generations, and each has shaped the culture, economic 

structure, and social fabric of the region.The primary occupation of the coastal populations in 

this area is fishing. Coastal fishing, both marine and inland, is deeply ingrained in the way of 

life. Fishing provides food, income, and livelihood to a majority of families. The main species 

harvested include hilsa, shrimp, crab, and various types of marine fish. The traditional fishing 

methods involve the use of boats, nets, and traps, which are often family-owned and operated. 

Agriculture, particularly paddy cultivation, is the second major occupation of coastal 

communities, although it is more vulnerable to the salinity of the soil. The fertile deltaic soil of 

Bakkhali-Frezarganj was once conducive to rice farming and vegetable cultivation. The 

availability of water from rivers and streams supports crop growth, but changing salinity levels 

and flood-prone areas have negatively affected agricultural productivity over the years. 

Salt farming is another occupation that supports the livelihood of some coastal communities. 

Bakkhali-Frezarganj has salt pans where the communities engage in the manual production of 

salt from seawater, a practice that has been historically prevalent. Salt production is labor-

intensive, requiring skill and knowledge of local geography and weather conditions. 

Alongside the primary occupations, some communities in the region also engage in small-scale 

artisanal crafts, such as basket weaving, mat-making, and the production of local pottery. These 

crafts are not only important for local consumption but also for trade within nearby towns and 

cities. However, these occupations are now in decline, with fewer people pursuing them due to 

a shift toward more lucrative alternatives. 

To better understand the traditional occupations of the Bakkhali-Frezarganj coastal 

communities, a field survey was conducted across multiple coastal villages. The data collected, 

including the number of households involved in each occupation and the percentage 

contribution to the overall livelihood, are as follows: 
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Table 1: Traditional Occupation Patterns of Coastal Households in Bakkhali-Frezarganj 

Occupation Number of 

Households 

Involved 

Percentage of 

Total Households 

Average 

Monthly 

Income (INR) 

Percentage of 

Total Income 

Fishing 

(Marine) 

250 60% 12,000 70% 

Fishing 

(Inland) 

50 12% 8,000 10% 

Agriculture 100 24% 6,000 15% 

Salt 

Production 

30 7% 5,000 5% 

Handicrafts 20 5% 3,500 5% 

Source: Author calculation based on field survey 

As seen in the table, the majority of the coastal community (60%) depends on marine fishing 

as their primary occupation. Marine fishing generates the highest average income per month 

(INR 12,000) and constitutes 70% of the total income for these households. The importance of 

fishing is not just economic but also cultural, as it shapes the daily life and social organization 

of the community. This high dependence on marine fishing underlines the deep connection 

between the coastal population and the sea. 

Inland fishing is less common than marine fishing but still contributes significantly to the 

livelihoods of some households. This activity involves fishing in rivers, ponds, and other inland 

water bodies, and is generally pursued by smaller households. The average monthly income 

for inland fishing is lower (INR 8,000) compared to marine fishing, and it contributes 10% to 

the total income. While fewer households rely on inland fishing, it still plays a role in 

diversifying the livelihoods of some coastal families. 

Agriculture supports about 24% of the households in the region, but it is less lucrative than 

fishing, with an average income of INR 6,000 per month. Agriculture is particularly vulnerable 

to environmental challenges such as rising salinity levels, flooding, and soil erosion, which has 

led to a decline in productivity. Despite this, agriculture remains a critical part of the region's 

livelihood strategy, especially during off-seasons for fishing. 

Salt production involves a small percentage (7%) of households, and while it offers an income 

of INR 5,000 per month on average, this occupation is less profitable compared to fishing and 

agriculture. Salt farming requires specific knowledge of environmental conditions and is 

seasonal, leading to lower income potential. It remains a marginal occupation that supports 

only a small portion of the population. 

Handicrafts represent a niche occupation in the region, with only 5% of households involved 

in weaving, pottery making, and other artisanal activities. This occupation has seen a decline 

in recent years, as younger generations are moving away from traditional crafts in favor of 

more financially rewarding jobs, such as those in tourism or small businesses. The average 
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income from handicrafts is modest (INR 3,500 per month), and the sector is largely dependent 

on local and regional trade. 

A survey was conducted across several villages in the Bakkhali-Frezarganj coastal area to 

gather data on the factors influencing changes in the occupational structure. The data includes 

responses from 500 households regarding their primary occupations, income sources, and the 

factors driving these changes. 

Table 2: Factors Influencing Changes in Occupational Structure of Coastal Households in 

Bakkhali-Frezarganj 

Factor Percentage of 

Households 

Affected 

Impact on 

Occupation 

Average 

Monthly 

Income 

Before 

Change (INR) 

Average 

Monthly 

Income After 

Change 

(INR) 

Environmental 

Degradation 

75% Decline in fishing 

(marine and inland) 

12,000 8,000 

Urbanization and 

Industrialization 

60% Land encroachment, 

migration for jobs 

10,000 6,500 

Government 

Policies 

50% Fishing restrictions, 

coastal zone 

management 

11,500 7,500 

Technological 

Advancements 

40% Mechanization in 

fishing and 

agriculture 

9,000 6,000 

Economic 

Globalization 

55% Shift to tourism, 

fluctuation in fish 

prices 

8,000 7,000 

Cultural Shifts and 

Education 

65% Migration to urban 

areas, preference for 

white-collar jobs 

10,500 6,000 

 

The largest factor affecting the occupational structure in Bakkhali-Frezarganj is environmental 

degradation, with 75% of households reporting a decline in fish stocks and soil salinity. This 

environmental shift has led to a significant reduction in income from traditional marine and 

inland fishing. The average income from fishing has decreased by 33%, from INR 12,000 to 

INR 8,000 per month. As a result, many households have diversified into other sources of 

income such as tourism or small-scale businesses.Urbanization and industrialization have 

affected 60% of households, causing loss of land and a shift in livelihood patterns. The 

expansion of urban infrastructure, including roads, ports, and tourism facilities, has displaced 
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many households who traditionally relied on agriculture or fishing. The average income from 

traditional occupations decreased from INR 10,000 to INR 6,500 per month. Consequently, 

many individuals are migrating to nearby cities for job opportunities, particularly in the 

construction and service sectors.Government policies related to coastal zone management and 

fishing restrictions have impacted 50% of households. These policies are designed to protect 

coastal ecosystems but have restricted access to fishing zones. As a result, households have 

experienced a decline in fishing-related income, with an average drop from INR 11,500 to INR 

7,500 per month. This has prompted some to engage in aquaculture or explore alternative 

livelihoods promoted by government schemes, though many still face challenges in accessing 

these programs.Introduction of new technologies in fishing and agriculture has had a significant 

impact on the occupational structure. About 40% of households have adopted mechanized tools 

for fishing and farming. However, small-scale fishermen and farmers who cannot afford this 

technology have experienced a drop in income, from INR 9,000 to INR 6,000 per month. This 

has led to the migration of some workers into urban areas in search of alternative employment. 

Economic globalization has influenced 55% of households, particularly through tourism 

development and the impact of global fish markets. The rise of tourism in the region has created 

new income opportunities, but these are often seasonal, leading to fluctuating incomes. 

Additionally, the global fish market has impacted the local fishing economy, with price 

volatility leading to an income drop from INR 8,000 to INR 7,000 per month. As a result, some 

households have turned to tourism-related work, including hospitality services and handicrafts. 

Cultural shifts and educational aspirations have led to a 65% increase in migration from 

traditional occupations. Many younger people in Bakkhali-Frezarganj are moving to urban 

centers in search of better educational and employment opportunities. The transition from 

agriculture or fishing to more formal, salaried jobs has resulted in a decrease in average 

monthly income from INR 10,500 to INR 6,000. This shift has further impacted traditional 

livelihoods, as younger generations are less likely to continue in fishing or farming. 

The data below shows the extent to which coastal households in Bakkhali-Frezarganj have 

adopted various new livelihood strategies in response to the challenges they face. Data were 

collected from a sample of 500 households. 
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Table 3: New Livelihood Strategies Adopted by Coastal Households in Bakkhali-Frezarganj 

Livelihood Strategy Number of 

Households 

Engaged 

Percentage of 

Total 

Households 

Average 

Monthly 

Income 

from 

Activity 

(INR) 

Average 

Monthly Income 

from Traditional 

Occupations 

(INR) 

Aquaculture/Fish 

Farming 

120 24% 10,500 8,000 

Tourism-Related 

Activities 

150 30% 12,000 6,500 

Agroforestry/Sustainable 

Agriculture 

70 14% 8,000 6,000 

Handicrafts/Local 

Artisanship 

50 10% 6,000 3,500 

Small-Scale Businesses 80 16% 9,500 7,000 

Eco-

tourism/Conservation 

30 6% 11,000 8,500 

Source: Author calculation Based on field survey 

24% of households have engaged in aquaculture as a response to declining fish stocks. The 

average monthly income from this activity is INR 10,500, which is higher than the income 

from traditional fishing (INR 8,000). Aquaculture provides a more stable income stream, as it 

is less affected by seasonal fluctuations. 

This shift is a result of the depletion of wild fish stocks and the growing demand for farmed 

fish. Many households have invested in shrimp and tilapia farming, which require relatively 

low initial capital compared to other agricultural ventures. 

 Tourism has become a key livelihood strategy for 30% of the coastal households. Income from 

tourism-related activities averages INR 12,000 per month, significantly higher than income 

from traditional occupations (INR 6,500). The rise of domestic and international tourism has 

provided new employment opportunities in hospitality, guiding, transportation, and retail. 

Coastal residents have capitalized on the growing demand for ecotourism and beach tourism. 

14% of households have turned to agroforestry and sustainable agriculture as a way to mitigate 

the impacts of soil salinity and reduce dependency on traditional farming. Average income from 

this strategy is INR 8,000, higher than the income from traditional farming (INR 6,000). 

The introduction of salt-tolerant crops and organic farming practices has allowed farmers to 

diversify their income sources and reduce the risk associated with environmental changes. 
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10% of households are engaged in producing handicrafts, which include weaving mats, baskets, 

and pottery. These products are sold both locally and to tourists. The average monthly income 

from handicrafts is INR 6,000, which is lower than traditional occupations, but still an 

important supplementary income source.Handicrafts have been revitalized, especially with the 

growth of tourism. The demand for local crafts has grown as tourists look for authentic, 

culturally significant items to take home. 

16% of households have shifted towards small-scale businesses, such as running retail shops, 

fish processing, and offering services to tourists. The average monthly income from small 

businesses is INR 9,500, which is higher than the income from traditional fishing and 

agriculture.Small businesses have become an important means of livelihood, particularly in the 

tourism-driven economy. Many families have diversified into running small shops, processing 

local fish, or offering transportation and other services to tourists. 

A smaller proportion of households (6%) have adopted eco-tourism and conservation efforts as 

a livelihood strategy. These activities include bird watching, nature tours, and environmental 

conservation. The average income from eco-tourism is INR 11,000 per month, higher than the 

income from traditional occupations.Eco-tourism has not only provided an alternative source 

of income but has also emphasized the importance of conserving local ecosystems. This is 

particularly relevant for communities situated in areas with significant natural beauty or 

biodiversity. 

The following table presents an overview of government policies and programs, their 

objectives, and their impact on the occupational landscape of the Bakkhali-Frezarganj coastal 

communities, based on a survey of 500 households. 
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Table 4: Impact of Government Policies and Development Programs on Occupational 

Landscape in Bakkhali-Frezarganj 

Government 

Policy/Progra

m 

Objective Household

s Affected 

Impact on 

Occupation 

Average 

Monthl

y 

Income 

Before 

Policy 

(INR) 

Average 

Monthl

y 

Income 

After 

Policy 

(INR) 

Coastal Zone 

Management 

(CZM) 

Protect coastal 

ecosystems and 

reduce 

overfishing 

70% Restriction of 

fishing grounds, 

shift towards 

tourism/aquacultur

e 

9,000 7,500 

Fisheries 

Development 

Programs 

Improve fishing 

methods, 

provide 

subsidies for 

boats/equipmen

t 

50% Shift to large-scale 

commercial 

fishing, some 

improvements in 

fishing income 

10,000 8,000 

MGNREGA Provide 

employment 

through public 

works projects 

60% Temporary income 

through 

infrastructure 

development 

projects 

7,500 6,000 

Support for 

Aquaculture & 

Small 

Businesses 

Promote 

diversification 

into alternative 

livelihoods 

40% Shift to 

aquaculture, small 

retail businesses, 

tourism-related 

activities 

8,000 10,500 

Climate 

Change 

Adaptation 

Programs 

Build resilience 

to climate 

change and 

environmental 

disasters 

50% Improved 

infrastructure, no 

significant impact 

on livelihood types 

8,500 8,000 

Source: Author calculation based Field survey 

The Coastal Zone Management policies have affected 70% of the coastal households, 

particularly fishermen. The policy has led to a reduction in available fishing grounds due to 

environmental protection efforts. Consequently, many households have shifted towards tourism 

and aquaculture. This policy has decreased monthly income from traditional fishing 
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occupations (from INR 9,000 to INR 7,500) but has helped develop alternative livelihoods in 

tourism and aquaculture, with higher incomes in these sectors (e.g., INR 10,500 per month in 

aquaculture).Government subsidies and modernization efforts have benefited 50% of 

households involved in fishing. These households have shifted to more commercial, 

mechanized fishing, leading to improved fishing incomes (from INR 10,000 to INR 8,000 per 

month). However, small-scale fishermen who could not afford new technology have been 

sidelined. While this program has enhanced fishing productivity for larger-scale operators, it 

has not equitably benefited all households in the region. 

The MGNREGA program has provided temporary employment to 60% of households, offering 

income through public works projects. While this program provides some relief, it has not 

contributed to long-term occupation changes. The average income has decreased from INR 

7,500 to INR 6,000, as the work provided is seasonal and not linked to skill development or 

sustainable livelihoods. 

Government programs supporting aquaculture and small businesses have enabled 40% of 

coastal households to diversify their incomes. This shift has led to an increase in income, from 

INR 8,000 to INR 10,500, as households have transitioned to more sustainable and profitable 

livelihoods like fish farming and small retail businesses. These programs have had a positive 

impact, although their reach has been limited by the lack of comprehensive infrastructure and 

capital access.Climate change adaptation programs have affected 50% of households, 

particularly through disaster preparedness and resilience-building measures. These policies 

have helped construct protective infrastructure, such as embankments, which have reduced the 

impact of flooding and storms. However, these programs have had little direct impact on 

changing the occupational structure or improving income generation, as the focus has been on 

infrastructure rather than livelihood diversification. 

Proposals for Sustainable Livelihoods and Economic Development in the Coastal Areas 

of Bakkhali-Frezarganj, West Bengal 

Coastal communities in Bakkhali-Frezarganj face significant challenges including 

environmental degradation, economic instability, and changing socio-economic conditions. 

These challenges require the development of strategies that ensure long-term economic 

development while preserving natural resources. The following recommendations are aimed at 

promoting sustainable livelihoods, diversifying income sources, and enhancing the resilience 

of the coastal population. 

One of the key recommendations is to promote eco-friendly and sustainable aquaculture. With 

the depletion of wild fish stocks due to overfishing and environmental changes, aquaculture 

presents a viable alternative for coastal communities. It can help ensure food security and 

provide steady income without depleting marine resources. Training programs should be 

implemented to teach sustainable fish farming techniques and water quality management, while 

microfinance schemes can offer financial support to small-scale aquaculture ventures. 

Additionally, there is immense potential in developing sustainable tourism and eco-tourism in 

the region. The natural beauty and cultural heritage of Bakkhali-Frezarganj provide an 

opportunity for tourism to serve as a major source of income. Eco-tourism initiatives, such as 

bird watching, nature trails, and community-run guesthouses, can help create employment 
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while emphasizing conservation. Developing infrastructure such as waste management 

systems, renewable energy solutions, and water conservation technologies is essential for 

ensuring the sustainability of tourism. Community members should be trained in hospitality 

and eco-tourism management to improve the quality of services and ensure that the benefits 

reach local populations. 

Support for diversified and climate-resilient agriculture is another critical recommendation. 

Climate change has made traditional farming practices increasingly difficult due to rising 

salinity and erratic rainfall. Promoting agroforestry practices and introducing salt-tolerant 

crops can help mitigate the impacts of salinity and improve soil fertility. Organic farming 

methods and water-efficient irrigation systems should be promoted to enhance agricultural 

productivity and reduce dependency on chemical inputs. 

Strengthening local fisheries and marine conservation is vital for sustaining coastal livelihoods. 

Fisheries management policies should focus on protecting marine ecosystems through the 

establishment of marine protected areas (MPAs) and the promotion of sustainable fishing 

practices. Community-led management systems can help ensure the regeneration of marine 

resources and provide income stability for fishing households. Implementing selective fishing 

techniques, adhering to fishing quotas, and utilizing eco-labeling for sustainably caught 

seafood can create market incentives and improve income for local fishermen. 

Expanding access to microfinance and credit is essential for encouraging entrepreneurship and 

supporting new businesses. Many coastal households struggle to access capital needed to invest 

in alternative livelihoods or scale their businesses. Expanding microfinance programs and 

offering low-interest loans or grants can enable individuals to invest in small-scale businesses, 

aquaculture, or tourism-related ventures. Financial literacy programs will also help 

communities manage their finances more effectively, fostering long-term economic stability. 

Capacity building and skill development programs are crucial for ensuring that coastal 

populations can participate in emerging sectors. Establishing vocational training centers that 

offer courses in eco-tourism, aquaculture, handicrafts, and small business management can 

equip the local workforce with the necessary skills. Targeting youth and women in these 

programs will help reduce migration to urban areas and empower underrepresented groups to 

take part in local economic activities. 

Improving infrastructure is also a key factor in promoting sustainable economic development. 

Coastal communities need infrastructure that supports emerging livelihoods, such as renewable 

energy sources, eco-friendly buildings, and water management systems. Flood-resistant 

infrastructure should be developed to protect against the impacts of climate change, ensuring 

the resilience of coastal populations. Improving transportation and connectivity between 

coastal areas and larger markets will facilitate the movement of goods and services, benefiting 

both local businesses and tourists. 

Finally, policy advocacy and community participation must be integral to the development 

process. Ensuring that coastal communities are actively involved in decision-making regarding 

resource management and development initiatives will lead to more inclusive and effective 

policies. Local governance structures, such as community-based organizations (CBOs), should 
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be empowered to participate in the planning and implementation of sustainable livelihood 

programs. Advocacy efforts should also focus on securing policies that support marine 

conservation, promote climate resilience, and encourage economic diversification. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, fostering sustainable livelihoods and economic development in Bakkhali-

Frezarganj requires a multi-faceted approach that integrates environmental conservation with 

economic diversification. By promoting sustainable aquaculture, eco-tourism, climate-resilient 

agriculture, and small-scale businesses, the coastal communities can adapt to changing 

conditions while ensuring the long-term health of their ecosystems. Effective policy 

implementation, capacity building, and access to financial resources will empower these 

communities to thrive while preserving their natural resources for future generations. The 

coastal communities in Bakkhali-Frezarganj have historically relied on fishing, both marine 

and inland, as their primary source of livelihood. Despite this, other occupations such as 

agriculture, salt production, and handicrafts have also contributed to the overall economic 

structure, though to a lesser extent. The region's traditional livelihoods are now under threat 

due to environmental degradation, including declining fish stocks, increasing soil salinity, and 

urbanization. These environmental changes, coupled with economic shifts, have led to a 

decrease in income from traditional occupations and have prompted the communities to 

diversify their livelihoods. The rise of alternative income sources, such as tourism and small-

scale businesses, is an adaptation to these challenges. However, the sustainability of traditional 

occupations remains uncertain without targeted policy intervention. Environmental changes 

and the encroachment of urban development have significantly impacted the income and 

livelihood stability of coastal households. Government policies aimed at diversifying 

livelihoods, such as those promoting aquaculture and small businesses, have helped some 

communities, but the overall effectiveness has been hindered by limited infrastructure and 

unequal access to resources. Technological advancements and economic globalization, while 

offering opportunities for growth, have further shifted the focus of the community towards new 

sectors, like tourism and eco-tourism. These shifts are often driven by the younger generation's 

aspirations for better employment opportunities in urban areas. To address these challenges, 

comprehensive policies are needed, focusing on improving access to technology, infrastructure, 

and financial resources while ensuring that environmental conservation is integrated into 

development strategies. This will help the Bakkhali-Frezarganj communities build resilience 

and ensure a more sustainable economic future. 
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