
ORIGINAL RESEARCH

Examining the Role of Social Capital
in Community Collective Action for Sustainable Wetland
Fisheries in Bangladesh

H. M. Tuihedur Rahman & Gordon M. Hickey &

Swapan K. Sarker

Received: 21 May 2014 /Accepted: 22 January 2015 /Published online: 4 February 2015
# Society of Wetland Scientists 2015

Abstract Internationally, the decentralization of property
rights is becoming an increasingly common policy interven-
tion for sustainable natural resource management. In the con-
text of decentralized wetland fisheries policy in Bangladesh,
this paper examines the role that social capital plays in coop-
eration building and collective action among diverse house-
holds seeking to obtain fisheries property rights. It considers
how some households are able to develop collective action in
the form of a community-based organization to access wetland
fisheries, and why other households are not. Using the Local
Level Institution (LLI) study technique, our analysis high-
lights that the financial capacity of community members plays

a crucial role in accessing resources when the government’s
decentralization policy also seeks to generate State revenue
through fees. In this situation, information access and commu-
nication with external agencies were found to be prerequisites
for earning the wetland fisheries property rights, with local
leaders able to take advantage of their position to dictate col-
lective decision making. This situation resulted in undemo-
cratic decentralization and devolution of wetland fisheries
rights, undermining transparency, accountability and the equi-
table distribution of natural resources.

Keywords Formal and informal institutions .
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Introduction

Internationally, the decentralization of property rights is be-
coming an increasingly common policy intervention for sus-
tainable natural resource management (Larson and Ribot
2004; Ribot et al. 2010; Rahman et al. 2012). In
Bangladesh, the decentralization of wetland resource manage-
ment has been occurring since 1986, when the first wetland
fisheries management policy was developed to ensure com-
munity participation (Sultana and Thompson 2008).
Subsequently, the process of decentralization has followed a
formal hierarchal structure which encourages community par-
ticipation through the development of community-based fish-
er organizations in order to formally obtain (temporary) wet-
land fisheries property rights (Rahman and Begum 2010;
Rahman et al. 2012).

This decentralization process can be explained from both
formal and informal institutional perspectives. To date, formal
institutional decentralization in the governance of
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Bangladeshi wetlands has been concerned with the organiza-
tion and function of District Jolmohal (wetlands)
Management Committees, Upozila (sub-district) Jolmohal
Management Committees and Union Parishod (councils).
Formal wetlands’management rights have subsequently been
assigned across these institutions on the basis of wetland area,
with wetlands >20 acres the responsibility of District
Management Committees; between 3 and 20 acres the respon-
sibility of Upozila Management Committees; <3 acres the
responsibility of Union Parishods (Khan and Haque 2010).
Figure 1 shows the indicative membership of each of these
institutions.

Beyond the formal institutional structures governing wet-
land resources, informal institutional structures exist to man-
age the access of local resource users in the form of
community-based fisher organizations. According to the for-
mal wetland governing institutions, the lower membership
limit of each of these fisher organizations needs to be 20
households, who then need to register with the District
Cooperative Department of the government to be legally in-
corporated in wetland management processes. This involves
the government monitoring the institutional, structural and
operational arrangements of the organization while also work-
ing to ensure that the participants are actually resource–depen-
dent members of the community (e.g., local fishermen). Once
approved, the wetland property rights are then endowed to the
organization for a period of 3 years, and, in return, the orga-
nization is required to pay a lease (e.g., 1,200,000 BDT per
year for a wetland>44 acres) (Rahman et al. 2012).

Despite these structures, it has been identified that
the existing administrative processes of decentralization
will not necessarily ensure the equitable devolution of

fisheries property rights in resource dependent commu-
nities (see Rahman et al. 2012). Challenges include the
short-term nature of the property right endowment
which can generate undesirable tension among commu-
nity members and the often top-down management ap-
proaches which still tend to dominate the process (Khan
and Haque 2010; Rahman et al. 2012). The existing
processes also tend to favour local elites and financially
powerful actors in the community, undermining the pub-
lic policy objectives of community-based development
and sustainable wetlands management (Mamun 2010;
Rahman et al. 2012).

While previous research has explored the interactions be-
tween formal and informal institutional structures in the con-
text of wetland management in Bangladesh (see for example,
Sultana and Thompson 2008; Ahmed et al. 2008; Khan and
Haque 2010; Mamun 2010; Rahman et al. 2012), the role of
community collective action in supporting institutional devel-
opment and the successful decentralization of natural resource
management responsibilities has been less examined.
Importantly, this is an area that has significant potential to
inform public policy options for sustainable wetland manage-
ment. Recognizing this knowledge gap, this paper examines
the role that social capital plays in facilitating cooperation and
collective action among diverse households that seek to obtain
wetland fisheries property rights in Bangladesh. More specif-
ically, our aim was to identify the prerequisites for developing
a community-based fisher organization by assessing the rela-
tionships between collective action (dependent variable) and
social capital variables (independent variables) among fishers
in Barwal village, situated in the north-eastern district of
Sylhet, Bangladesh.
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The Importance of Social Capital to Community
Collective Action and Access Rights

According to Agrawal and Gupta (2005), it is important to
recognize that in order for households to gain access to
decentralized property rights, cooperation through the invest-
ment of capital assets is required, including human, physical,
social and financial capitals (Fabricius and Collins 2007).
Each of these capitals exists at the household level, with im-
portant implications for the collective action potential of a
community (Cardenas 2005). Among the different capital as-
sets owned by households, social capital deserves particular
policy attention because of its diverse nature and its potential
influence on the development of formal and informal cooper-
ation (Ostrom 1994; Agrawal 2001; Casson et al. 2010;
Rastogi et al. 2014). Numerous studies of natural resource
management have identified that community cooperation
and institutionalization is augmented when bonding
(connecting like people in similar situations, such as family
members, neighbours and friends), bridging (connecting like
people in dissimilar situations, such as people in neighbouring
communities) and linking (connecting people with the formal
institutions beyond the community) social capital prevail si-
multaneously in a community (Dale and Sparkes 2007; Dale
and Newman 2008). In these situations, higher levels of bond-
ing social capital facilitates trust, reciprocity and altruistic be-
havior among community members which are necessary in-
gredients for cooperation, operational rule setting, enforce-
ment, transparency and accountability (Ostrom 2009).
Bridging and linking social capital work to assist with infor-
mation generation and dispersal within a community, and are
essential for collective action to achieve common goals.

Both social capital (invested asset) and collective action
(operational management of that asset) are instrumental in
accessing community-based resource property rights through
decentralization policy. As noted by Agrawal and Ostrom
(2001) the decentralization of property rights creates new
groups of users and actors who possess management, with-
drawal and exclusion rights. Recognizing that not everyone in
a community will be able to access decentralized common
property rights, and that this exclusion can be costly
(Ostrom 2003), important policy questions include: who will
be the users; who will bear the cost of exclusion; and who will
be excluded? Social capital is central to each of these ques-
tions in a community-based organizational context because it
facilitates the establishment of user groups through trust, re-
ciprocal behaviour and connectedness with external agents
(e.g., credit access, information providers, political groups
etc.) (Pretty 2003). As a result, individuals with higher degree
of social capital are more likely to participate in collective
actions because they can access more information, develop
linkages and engage in decision making processes (Agrawal
and Ostrom 2001; Pretty and Ward 2001).

In many societies, bridging and linking social capital is
maintained by community leaders who maintain communica-
tion with outside institutions (Krishna 2002, 2011). In these
situations, the role of local leaders is crucial for the collective
action of the community because they hold symbolic power in
collective decision making (Ballet et al. 2007) and largely
determine how informal institutions operate. Local leaders
generally perform these activities by organizing and mobiliz-
ing collective actions, and also by voluntarily establishing
linkages with external agents through their own efforts and
personal networks (e.g., governmental officials, political
groups and credit sources) on behalf of potential user groups
(Bodin and Crona 2009). In an ideal democratic system, these
leaders develop mutually agreed upon rules for selecting
group members and managing resources (Dasgupta and
Beard 2007), and as a consequence, exclusion mechanisms
become clear. However, in the absence of democratic process-
es, the decision-making right can be captured by the leaders
(Krishna 2003; Rahman et al. 2014; Rastogi et al. 2014)
resulting in corruption and exploitation.

Methods

Study Area

This study was conducted in Baroal village, based on
access to the Chilua Tindubi Jolmohal (wetland) of
Fenchuganj Upozilla in Sylhat district (Fig. 2). This vil-
lage is comprised of approximately 108 households,
among which 58 households are Hindu and 50 are
Muslim. Muslim community members are usually farmers
while the Hindu community members are fishers. These
members usually fish in the adjacent wetland and in the
Kushiyara River during the inundation period of the area
(June–January). For the rest of the year, the fishermen
usually work as day labourers in the agricultural fields
of the village. The village has poor infrastructure, with
road access not possible during the rainy season. There
is one primary school located in the village and the closest
high school is located approximately 1.5 km away. The
nearest medical centre, post office and police station are
in Fenchuganj Sadar, located 6 km from the village. The
per capita years of schooling is 7, and the per capita in-
come is $738 USD per annum, which is just below the
national average.

The Chilua Tindubi Jolmohal wetland is the largest wetland
in the upozila (this is an administrative unit and can be called
sub-districts), with an area of 44.68 acres. Similarly to other
wetlands in Bangladesh, this wetland has a permanent inun-
dation area (locally known as Beel) and other temporary pe-
ripheral inundation areas. Temporary inundation takes place
during the rainy season, driven by the severe flooding of the
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Kushiyara River and other surface flow [nearly 80 % of the
annual average rainfall (3334 mm) occurs between May and
September].

Study Design

We used a case study research design because it allowed the
Bintensive study of a single unit for the purpose of understand-
ing a larger class of (similar) units^ (Gerring 2004). This
approach allowed us to focus intensively on our research ques-
tion (Yin 2003) while also enabling us to examine within-case
co-variation (Gerring 2004) and multiple aspects of the re-
search problem (Voss et al. 2002) within a defined context.
Importantly, while the results from single case study research
are not suitable for generalizing to populations (Flyvbjerg
2006; Voss et al. 2002), the results are useful for informing
theory and provide novel insights which may warrant further
research and policy consideration (Darke et al. 1998).
Recognizing that our research sought to assess the role of
social capital in collective action at a single point in space
and time, the case study method provided us with the
most appropriate framework for undertaking data collec-
tion and analysis (Gerring 2004). Baroal village was se-
lected as our case study because of its geographic position
which facilitated travel and data collection, its similarity
to other surrounding fishing villages [particularly in terms
of income levels, livelihood patterns and social structure
(personal communication with local leaders)], the suitable
number of study units which allowed complete data

collection coverage, and the availability of local resources
to facilitate the research.

We used the Local Level Institution (LLI) study tech-
nique to better understand the development of the
community-based fisher organization in Baroal village
using the concept of social capital (Grootaert et al. 1999).
The LLI was first developed in 1998 (Davis 2004) by the
Social Development Department of the World Bank. It
combines qualitative and quantitative research techniques
(Rao and Woolcock 2003) to capture a wide number of
social capital and household characteristic-related vari-
ables (Swamy et al. 1999; Grootaert and Basetelaer
2002). The LLI technique has been applied to the study
of decentralization, community-based development and re-
lationships between social capital and collective action in
diverse contexts (see Grootaert et al. 1999; Grootaert and
Narayan 2000) to help explain the role of informal institu-
tions in accessing services (The World Bank 1998).

Working within the case study method, we used the LLI
technique to structure our data collection and analysis. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with fisher
households (quantitative) and through participatory focus
groups and key-informant interviews (qualitative). This facil-
itated the assessment of reliability and the observational trian-
gulation of our findings (Harwell 2011). Quantitative data
focused on the relationships between eight social capital and
seven household characteristic variables identified in the LLI
technique, while qualitative data were used to explore issues
of organization development and the role of leadership in the
community. Taken together, these data provided a holistic

Fig. 2 Study area (Rahman et al. 2012)
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picture of the role of social capital and collective action in the
development of a community-based fisher organization.

Variables of the Study

The variables used in the LLI technique are classified into two
types: 1) social capital variables; and 2) control variables /
household characteristic variables.

Social Capital Variables

We collected data on eight social capital variables in each
fisher household:

Number of memberships: This is the measure of member-
ship of household members in different social organiza-
tions. These organizations can be either formal or infor-
mal. This variable indicates household participation in
different social activities.
Heterogeneity index: Estimates internal homogeneity of
groups. In the LLI, this is measured by identifying the
three most important groups for each household. Thus,
the homogeneity of each group is calculated using a rating
system which uses nine criteria: religion, economic status,
occupation, age, kin group, neighbourhood, political ori-
entation, gender and level of education. For this rating
system, a scale has been constructed where the lowest
scale value is 0 and the highest scale value is 9. Each
criterion has a given value of 1, indicating that an organi-
zation’s members are mostly from different groups of re-
ligion, economic status, gender etc. The scores of the stud-
ied groups are averaged and then rescaled from 0 to 100
where 100 represents the highest possible heterogeneity.
Meeting attendance: Indicates the frequency of group
meeting attendance by household members in different
social groups. In this study, a meeting attendance score
was calculated for each year.
Index of participation: The number of memberships is
not always a good indicator of the cooperative activities
for a household. Hence, along with the number of mem-
berships, an index has been developed to access the active
participation of household members in the decision-
making of groups. This was defined as an index of par-
ticipation, scaled from 0, 1 and 2 which indicate ‘not very
active’, ‘somewhat active’ and ‘very active’ membership
in social organizations. These scores for each household
were then rescaled from 0 to 100.
Informal organization: Social organizations can be devel-
oped either formally or informally. Previous research has
observed that formally developed organizations are gen-
erally more active to attain their organizational objectives
and are characterized by a higher degree of rule imposi-
tion (Uphoff 1993). However, some organizations may

also develop informally and can contribute significantly
to regulating natural resource use (Ostrom 1990). Our
study therefore considered only the number of informal
memberships for each member of a household because in
this study area the organizations follow informal struc-
tures and approaches.
Community initiation: Generally, social groups are devel-
oped either by an external authority or by the community
members. It has been observed that that the community-
initiated organizations are often more likely to be success-
ful at fulfilling collective choices (for example see, Becker
and Ostrom 1995) because the transaction costs of
adapting externally devised rules and norms are often
high, and the result often fails to capture collective choices
(Rahman et al. 2014). In our study, household members
were asked about the origin of their different social groups
and the numbers of such groups they were involved in.
Cash contribution score: For the development and main-
tenance of a social organization it is also necessary to
invest financially. However, different social and econom-
ic reasons generally do not allow community members to
make equal cash contributions. For our study, participants
were asked about their household cash contributions to
different social organizations.
Work contribution score: This is an estimation of working
days contributed to group activities for each member of
the household. Work contribution is a necessary indicator
of participation, where an active group shows a higher
work contribution score.

Control Variables or Household Characteristic Variables

Household control variables are both tangible and intangible
features of a household. In terms of tangible features, we con-
sidered the manufactured or physical properties of a house-
hold (Uzawa 2005), including: (i) lowland owned by a house-
hold, (ii) highland owned by a household, (iii) number of
fishing equipment owned by a household and (iv) number of
cattle owned by a household.

The intangible features (Schultz 1961; Becker 1962)
included: (i) years of education of household head (only
the education of the household head was considered as
they play the most important role in household decision
making), (ii) age of the household head and its square
(here, the age of the household head and its square have
been used to capture the lifecycle of household welfare,
e.g., experience, family formation, asset accumulation
and inter-generational differences) (Islam and Shimeles
2007) and (iii) number of employed persons in each house-
hold. It is important to note that we excluded the household
characteristic: ‘women head of household’ in our analysis
because all of the surveyed households were male-headed.
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Data Collection

Data were collected between April and May of 2011 as this
was the early rainy season and the fisher organizations were
starting their group activities after the long break of the dry
season. Of the 57 fisher households in Baroal village, 20
households had formed a fisher group to obtain the temporary
property fisheries rights to Chilua Tindubi Beel adjacent to the
village. The remaining 37 households had not organized into a
fisher organization. Data collection involved the use of struc-
tured interviews and questionnaires with each household
head. Local leaders were interviewed using open ended ques-
tions related to the overall collective action behaviours of the
community members. In addition, they were also asked about
the development of the local community fisheries organiza-
tion and whether there were any differences between the
members and non-members of this organization. To increase
the reliability of our findings, interview data were supplement-
ed with focus group discussions, village walking and obser-
vation, and key informant interviews to triangulate our results
(Yin 2003).

Each household interview took between 30 and 35 min.
Three focus group discussions, each comprising 5–10 individ-
uals, were also conducted, lasting approximately 1 to 1.5 h.
Key informant interviews included governmental officials
who were related to the wetland fisheries property right de-
centralization process and community organization develop-
ment, local leaders, political leaders, village leaders and com-
munity organization leaders. Key informant interviews lasted
between 1 and 1.5 h (Fig. 3).

Data Analysis

Data analysis sought to identify the impact of different capital
asset variables on the overall collective action behaviour of the
fisher households. This analysis was conducted on data from

two groups of households: (i) households of fishers who had
developed a fisheries organization; and (ii) households who
had not developed a fisheries organization. We examined the
overall collective action behaviour of these two groups to
identify whether there were any differences, and, if so, the
underlying factors that may be affecting their ability to take
collective action to obtain wetland fisheries rights. Before an-
alyzing the in-depth collective action variables, we conducted
a hierarchal agglomerative polythetic cluster analysis, using
the complete linkage method and Euclidean distance for group
linkage and distance measurement respectively, based on the
collective action of households. This was done to cross-check
the expected and observed behaviour of collective action in
the community. We then performed a factor analysis for the
independent variables to reduce them to a smaller numbers of
factors. Following this, we performed a linear regression fol-
lowing the ordinary least square method using the factor
scores to determine the influence of the factors on the level
of collective action for both groups in the field (Grootaert and
Basetelaer 2002). Following the LLI technique, we used the
following multiple linear regression model to identify the im-
pact of social capital variables on household collective action
(Grootaert et al. 1999):

CAi ¼ αþ βSCi þ γHCi þ ε

Where:

CAi Collective action of household i
SCi Social capital of household i
HCi Household feature of household i
α Intercept
ε Error

The underlying assumption when using this regression
model is that both social capital and household characteristic
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variables are independent and the collective action variables
are dependent (Grootaert and Basetelaer 2002). As all the
variables have a cumulative impact upon the collective action
ability of a household, it is reasonable to assume that the
collective action ability of a household is the function of these
variables (Swamy et al. 1999).

We used the constant comparison method (Boeije 2002) to
analyze our qualitative data, resulting in categories that pro-
vide a structured view of the role of social capital in collective
action (e.g., developing leadership, maintaining communica-
tion and symbolic power of decision making).

Results

Collective Action and Organization Development Behaviour

Using hierarchal cluster analysis we can observe that the fisher
households in Baroal village grouped into three clusters on the
basis of their collective action level (households with higher,
medium and lower level of collective action). During our field
observations, we identified two groups: (i) those that had de-
veloped a community fisheries organization to obtain wetland

property rights, and (ii) those that had not. Interestingly, with
few exceptions, the households represented by the cluster with
higher collective action and one household in a cluster with
medium collective action (see Fig. 4) formed the membership
of the community fisheries organization, supporting our prop-
osition that households with higher levels of collective action
are better able to participate in community-based
organizations.

Collective Action Behaviour of Members of the Community
Fisheries Organization

Focussing on the 20 fisher households who were members of
the community-based fisheries organization, we assessed the
role that social capital had on collective action. Importantly,
the minimum number of members required to establish a com-
munity fisheries organization is 20, suggesting that the orga-
nization tries to limit the number of members to the lowest
number possible in order to optimize individual payoffs. This
group formation behaviour imposes a constraint in our statis-
tical analysis by reducing the sampling adequacy (Table 1).
The results of the factor analysis show that all the variables,
including social capital and household control variables, are
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nested in five factors. Ten variables from both social capital
and household control variables are grouped in the first factor,
showing a higher reliability coefficient. These variables in-
cluded features of information access and participation behav-
iour in community organizations, financial and working capa-
bility and household income level. The second and third fac-
tors comprise the variables related to human and physical
assets. The fourth factor only includes the index of participa-
tion, a social capital variable, and this factor shows a low
reliability coefficient. The fifth factor includes only the het-
erogeneity index and it has the lowest reliability coefficient.
This is because the members of the fisheries organization had

low levels of heterogeneity based on the criteria used in this
study (e.g., religion, occupation, kinship, neighbourhood, po-
litical orientation, gender, education level, age and income
group).

Taking the factor scores for each factor, the regression
model revealed that the first and second factors had a positive
influence on the collective action of the members of the fish-
eries organization. This implies that information access, finan-
cial capital investment ability and the availability of physical
assets had a positive influence on collective action. In contrast,
the third and fourth factors had a considerably negative influ-
ence on collective action. It is noticeable that the fishers in our
study area were poor in terms of land ownership, with most
not owning low (or arable) land, instead owning high land
which is not suitable for agricultural production.
Consequently, high land ownership had no positive influence
on the collective action. The index of participation also had a
negative influence on collective action because most of the
decisions in the fisheries organization were taken by the com-
munity leaders. General members of the organization had neg-
ligible involvement in decision-making. Our results also re-
veal that high involvement of the organization members in
decision making brought choice multiplicity raised from per-
sonal interests. Since group heterogeneity is not high in the
fisheries organization, it had almost no influence (either pos-
itive or negative) on collective action (Table 2).

Collective Action Behaviour of Non-Members
of the Community Fisheries Organization

While these households were not members of the community
fisheries organization, they still exhibited some degree of col-
lective action in the community through, for example, reli-
gious program organization and village infrastructure estab-
lishment (e.g., village roads, building of a temple). However,
these kinds of collective action do not require extensive capital
investment in order to participate. Most of the financial con-
tributions are voluntary and largely depend upon the financial
capacity of the community members. The factor analysis for

Table 1 Factor analysis of community fisheries organization

Factors Factor
loading

Eigen
value

Explained
variance

Reliability
coefficient

Factor 1: 6.110 35.942 % 0.908

NM 0.869

MA 0.752

IO 0.748

CI 0.673

CCS 0.866

WCS 0.707

HS 0.779

AHH 0.478

NEP 0.721

THI 0.632

Factor 2: 2.847 16.747 % 0.358

YE 0.430

LO −0.653
NCO −0.766
NFE −0.534

Factor 3: 1.585 9.322 % 0.283

HO 0.414

Factor 4: 1.385 8.147 % 0.195

IP −0.925
Factor 5: 1.052 6.187 % 0.143

HI 0.534

Total variance explained 76.346 %

Extraction method: Principle component analysis

Rotation method: Varimax

KMO (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy): 0.342

Bartlett’s test of sphericity: statistically significant at 0.0001 level
(p<0.001)

NM Number of membership;MAMeeting attendance; IO Informal orga-
nization; CI Community initiation; CCS Cash contribution score; WCS
Work contribution score;HSHousehold size; AHHAge of head of house-
hold; NEP Number of employed person; THI Total household income;
YE Tears of education; LO Low land owned; NCO Number of cattle
owned; NFE Number of fishing equipments; HO Highland owned; IP
Index of participation; HI Heterogeneity index

Table 2 Result of multiple linear regression describing the role of
social capital and the household control variables on the collective
action of fisheries organization members

Source Value Standard error t Pr>|t|

Intercept 6.842 0.188 36.387 <0.0001

Factor 1 0.950 0.187 5.082 0.000

Factor 2 0.547 0.190 2.886 0.013

Factor 3 −0.585 0.195 −2.991 0.010

Factor 4 −0.162 0.179 −0.901 0.384

Factor 5 −0.094 0.160 −0.591 0.565

R2 =0.773; Adjusted R2 =0.686
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this group shows that the social capital variables, except the
heterogeneity index, were nested in the first factor, while most
of the household control variables were concentrated in sec-
ond factor. These two factors showed higher reliability coef-
ficients and eigen values than those of the other two factors
(Table 3).

The regression model for this group showed that the first
factor had the highest positive influence on collective action.
Therefore, we can assume that social capital was the key fea-
ture of the collective action of the community. Although var-
iables like work contribution and cash contribution require
household capacity, they do not stop community members
from engaging in collective action because the financial

contributions for such interventions are generally not compul-
sory. This is supported by the regression coefficient of the
second and third factors which imply that the physical and
financial assets had little positive influence on collective ac-
tion. Finally, the regression coefficient of the fourth factor
shows that group heterogeneity and household income had
almost no influence on the collective action of community
members (Table 4).

Leadership: The Role of Linking and Bridging Social Capital
in Collective Action

Community representation based on symbolic power and
leadership is an important part of cooperation development
with external agents like government agencies, non-
government organizations and other social and economic
sources of resources. Both act to bridge the community with
external agents to foster information exchange and the build-
ing of ties.

Developing Leadership

Our qualitative data revealed that only a few members of the
community played a leadership role and held symbolic power.
Answering the question—what makes them leaders—one
such leader replied, B…… obtaining the decentralized wet-
land property right involves several bureaucratic processes
that require clear understanding about official activities, com-
munication skill and external connectivity .̂ Another leader
added, B… social acceptance is also necessary for a leader-
ship role. Community members obey a leader only when they
find him reliable, responsible and sympathetic to their person-
al choices^. We also identified that they invest their financial
ability, personal reputation, family background and social sta-
tus to establish themselves as leaders.

Maintaining Communication

However, leadership development in a competitive social en-
vironment requires continued communication and collective

Table 3 Factor analysis of community members who are not in the
community fisheries organization

Factors Factor
loading

Eigen
value

Explained
variance

Reliability
coefficient

Factor 1: 5.357 31.510 % 0.940

NM 0.944

MA 0.932

IP 0.952

IO 0.904

CI 0.715

CCS 0.730

WCS 0.672

Factor 2: 4.318 25.402 % 0.782

HS −0.945
YE 0.424

AHH −0.826
LO −0.668
HO −0.649
NFE −0.845
NEP −0.797

Factor 3: 1.071 6.302 % 0.319

NCO −0.439
Factor 4: 0.769 4.525 % 0.164

HI −0.451
THI −0.413

Total variance explained 67.740 %

Extraction method: Principle component analysis

Rotation method: Varimax

KMO (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy): 0.800

Bartlett’s test of sphericity: statistically significant at 0.0001 level
(p<0.001)

NM Number of membership;MAMeeting attendance; IO Informal orga-
nization; CI Community initiation; CCS Cash contribution score; WCS
Work contribution score;HSHousehold size; AHHAge of head of house-
hold; NEP Number of employed person; THI Total household income;
YE Tears of education; LO Low land owned; NCO Number of cattle
owned; NFE Number of fishing equipments; HO Highland owned; IP
Index of participation; HI Heterogeneity index

Table 4 Result of multiple linear regression describing the role of
social capital and the household control variables on the collective
action of the community members except fisheries organization members

Source Value Standard error t Pr>|t|

Intercept 3.579 0.287 12.462 <0.0001

F1 0.577 0.290 1.986 0.055

F2 0.201 0.291 0.690 0.495

F3 0.248 0.322 0.769 0.447

F4 −0.050 0.337 −0.149 0.882

R2 =0.33; Adjusted R2 =0.28
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activities of the leaders. That is why the leaders generally
involve themselves in different social programs like religious
festival arrangements, village meetings for infrastructure de-
velopment, taking part in the village school establishment and
maintenance, etc. Although these activities consume their per-
sonal time, they also provide communication channels with
different external agents like political leaders, government of-
ficials and private investors. In addition, most of the commu-
nity members did not have the financial ability to pay fees for
government revenue. However, leaders were described as be-
ing able to arrange financial investment from the local elites
and money lenders by utilizing their personal reputation and
communication networks. In addition, communication also
works as a tool for seeking information which is scarce among
community members. Consistent with this finding, a fisheries
organization member remarked: B…they (leaders) provide us
information that we cannot get from the governmental author-
ity directly. We keep faith on them because we earn our live-
lihood from their initiatives and they inform us of the govern-
ment decisions beforehand so we can question them for
clarity .̂

Symbolic Power for Decision Making

Leadership and communication were found to enrich some
people with symbolic power, primarily through linking and
bridging social capital, which allows them to practice author-
itative control over the community members in fisheries group
formation. It enables them to devise the organizational norms
for work contributions, member selection and conflict mitiga-
tion. Consequently, they can choose organization members
from their kin and peers ensuring homogeneity in the group.
This group formation strategy and members’ attitudes facili-
tate the collective actions initiated by the leaders without sig-
nificant challenge.

Discussion

This study identifies that the existing wetland resource decen-
tralization process of Bangladesh, followed by collective ac-
tion, requires a significant contribution of social capital that
comes in three forms: bonding, linking and bridging. Bonding
social capital is an individual household asset which creates
trust and reciprocity among the community members and
fuels collective action (Dale and Newman 2008). Our quanti-
tative analysis suggests that bonding social capital is neces-
sary for the collective action of both community members
who form a fisheries organization and those that don’t (Dale
and Sparkes 2007). However, financial assets also distinguish
the two groups, particularly when the collective action in-
volves financial investments (Khan and Haque 2010;
Rahman and Begum 2010; Rahman et al. 2012). Ostrom

(1996) presented a comparable finding while studying collec-
tive action in Nigeria, observing that the government’s re-
quirements for financial contributions by community mem-
bers posed a major constraint to collective action, despite hav-
ing adequate bonding social capital. Comparing this observa-
tion with our study, we can summarize that under the
Bangladesh government’s revenue-based resource decentrali-
zation system, bonding social capital alone will likely not be
adequate for equitable collective action in support of sustain-
able wetlands management. In addition, our finding that a
household’s level of physical and financial capital had no
significant impact on accessing fisheries property rights
through collective action indicates that households likely re-
lied on credit to participate. This credit would likely be
sourced informally because formal credit access is difficult
to secure without longer-term or permanent rights to wetland
resources (Agrawal 2003; Rahman et al. 2012). This situation
was described by de Soto (2000) in his seminal book ‘The
Mystery of Capital’, where he explains how the economic
and social potential accompanied by the collective action of
a community can die due to government policies which are
incompatible with the needs of local development. In these
situations, social capital in the form of networks, trust and
reciprocity become essential to access financial resources.

Another important aspect of collective action is the role of
community leaders in directing collective decision making.
Our results indicated that community leaders bridged the
gap between community members and external agents
through linking and bridging social capital, playing a central
role in collective decision making. For example, community
leaders were able to select the organization members from
their peers and kin, while there was no other organizational
instrument that allowed community member access to the
group (e.g., voting, need based selection, lottery, etc.). This
resulted in undemocratic decentralization and devolution of
resources, undermining public policy objectives of transpar-
ency, accountability and the equitable distribution of natural
resources (Larson and Ribot 2004). Our case study suggests
that while community members were able to participate in
collective action, they played a limited role in collective
decision-making processes, which were dominated by local
leaders (see also, Bodin and Crona 2009). Our results sug-
gested that these leaders were often highly opportunistic, tak-
ing advantage of the fact that most community members
lacked adequate linking social capital by filtering and manip-
ulating information for personal benefit. On the other hand,
community members reported not being able to pay the access
fees individually, instead relying on these leaders to arrange
loans from local money lenders and community elites. This
liability makes the community members more dependent on
the leaders and money lenders (Khan and Haque 2010), leav-
ing the collective choice and decision-making to them.
Consistent with Krishna (2003), our research provides an
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empirical example of how collective action-based organiza-
tions can become dominated by local leaders and elites.
According to Dasgupta and Beard (2007), in such situations
there is a need to ensure greater accountability of leaders
through enabling broad-based participation and fostering
democratic governance with a view to giving member’s a
voice in decision-making (see also Adhikari and Falco 2009).

Overall, our findings point to the central importance of
information flow to sustainable natural resource management
systems (Adger 2003). This is an area that the formal institu-
tions responsible for sustainable wetlands management can
play a central role. Our case study indicates that the commu-
nity was a ‘receiver’ of government information through one-
way and top-down processes that left decision-makers in for-
mal institutions unaware of community-level feedback,
politics and outcomes. Woolcock (1998) identifies this dilem-
ma as the underlying reason for failure in identifying appro-
priate local leadership, particularly in economically
impoverished societies. Therefore, it appears likely that formal
institutions also need to be better bridged and linked with
communities to ensure two-way information flow in support
of policy learning and innovation.

Conclusion

Social capital (including bonding, linking and bridging)
has immense importance in collective actions, particular-
ly to obtain property rights under a government policy
of decentralization. However, our study suggests that in
addition to the need for high levels of bonding social
capital, financial capacity plays a crucial role when the
decentralization policy also involves generating revenue
for government. In such situations, information access
and communication with external agencies were found
to be prerequisites for receiving the wetland fisheries
property rights. Here, linking and bridging social capi-
tals become essential. Due to the low levels of linking
and bridging social capital held by community members
in our study area, local leaders were able to take advan-
tage of information access and widespread communica-
tion with external agencies and other financial sources
to establish symbolic power in the community and dic-
tate collective decision making.

While a considerable amount of research has been
conducted in Bangladesh criticizing the macro-level in-
stitutional flaws associated with governmental policies
and operational activities associated with decentraliza-
tion of wetland property rights, few have considered
the micro-level processes associated with earning these
property rights. Therefore, our study suggests that in
addition to the previously identified government policy
flaws, the status and dynamics of social capital in a

resource-dependent community requires more focus in
decentralization policy formulation. More specifically,
initiatives should be taken to enhance bridging and
linking social capital among community members.
Here, a participatory group building framework may as-
sist community members to establish direct communica-
tion with external agents (e.g., government agencies and
sources of credit). It may also contribute to reducing the
potential for elite capture of collective decision-making
and actions.

The decentralization of resources may be more effec-
tive for resource-dependent communities when democrat-
ic devolution of power can be ensured. Better two-way
information flow between communities and government
and a reorganization of revenue-based decentralization
rules may improve collective action outcomes in the
community, however further research is needed to assess
community capacities to meaningfully participate in col-
laborative decision making processes in Bangladesh.
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